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Acting like a scoundrel gets tiring... Now that I have no family, I should live as I please.


Ch.0 - Prologue
It was just another ordinary day.

I had simply met up with a friend who'd recently been discharged from the military, drank heavily, and fallen asleep in my studio apartment.

Of course, it wasn't easy to escape overtime work from our company, which was essentially a black company in all but name.

Anyway, after drinking heavily and lying down in my apartment...

...I saw an unfamiliar ceiling.

Well, calling it a ceiling would be generous.

There was no lighting, just what appeared to be stone bricks covered in moss.

"What the... where am I...?"

????
That's not my voice.

My deep, resonant voice was gone, replaced by a fragile, high-pitched one.

"Oh... shit... no way..."

There's no way a cliché like reincarnation into another world could happen to me.

Thinking this, I looked down at myself.

My thick, large hands were gone, replaced by small, pale, delicate ones.

At this point, I had to accept it.
This wasn't my body.

The children lying beside me began to wake up one by one.
They all looked confused, and some even started crying.
None of them seemed to understand the situation.

Just then, the iron door opened, and a man with an extremely large build entered.

To summarize the situation, we had been chosen as assassins for a country,
and from now on, we would have to walk the path of assassins, he said.

Naturally, we had no right to refuse,
and we all became assassins.

Whether it was because I was a modern person from the 21st century, I don't know,
but this whole thing disgusted me.

Not only did I feel repulsed by the idea of taking the life of another sentient being,
but I also didn't like that I would have to torture without hesitation when necessary
and commit suicide if my identity was at risk of being exposed.

When familiar faces began to disappear one by one,
and I heard news of their deaths, I barely managed to hold back the urge to vomit.

Of course, some tried to escape,
but they were all caught and torn apart as examples.

I wanted to run away too, desperately,
but I had no choice but to continue this work.

Because I wanted to live.
No matter how unsuited I was for this job,
this was the only way to survive.

And so, a child who was 7 years old ended life as a 23-year-old assassin.
The cause of death was simple.

Betrayal.

Of course, I couldn't even dream of dying properly.
They meticulously tortured my body to extract information,
and I naturally...

Didn't break.
Why would I betray again when betrayal got me into this mess?
I was going to die anyway, so screw it.

The last thing I saw was, well,
my intestines being pulled out of my stomach?

With the absurd thought, 'At least I can brag about having had a shitty life,'
my eyes closed, and

I was born again.
In a completely different time and a different world.

"Shit..."

I couldn't help but curse out loud.
Having experienced reincarnation once, I wasn't particularly shocked,
but the clothes I—or rather, this body's owner—was wearing

Were unmistakably filthy rags.

"This time, of all things... a slave?"

At this point, I couldn't help but resent whatever god was responsible.
Was having a drink with a discharged military friend such a sin?

Was it wrong that I ate both chicken legs from the chicken we ordered?

Barely suppressing a bitter laugh, I listened carefully to the approaching footsteps.

A fierce-looking man who suddenly barged in
pointed at me and said,

"Hey, it's time to clean the barn.
Get out quickly and clean it up."

For a moment, I felt angry at being spoken to so rudely by someone who looked younger than me,
but remembering this wasn't my body, I obediently headed to the barn.

The information I gathered while working was surprisingly useful.

First, I had been sold as a slave to a notorious nobleman.

Second, slaves here were treated worse than livestock.

With just these two pieces of information, I could roughly guess my situation.

Literally, I worked while being treated worse than a dog.
I couldn't even dream of getting paid, and every day I was beaten by the nobleman
and had my food stolen by stronger slaves.

Even when I got sick, I couldn't receive medicine or even folk remedies.

Such things were luxuries for a slave.

Those hellish times eventually became my daily life, and I adapted to it.
Or rather, I became numb to it.

Well, living like that, my body couldn't possibly remain healthy,
and I died earlier than in my previous life.

My body, covered in various scars, looked hideous even to me,
and since there were plenty of slaves who worked better than I did,
I was abandoned on the street in winter and froze to death.

In a way, I couldn't help but feel relieved that this miserable life was ending.

A modern person from the 21st century, where human rights were guaranteed, being treated worse than a dog—
without exaggeration, if it weren't for my previous life as an assassin,
I would have broken down long before.

Ignoring the snow piling up on my body, I closed my eyes.
But this damn god wouldn't let me die so easily.

I was born again, but that life was still quite miserable.

Like the life of a scientist captured by a criminal organization, tortured into giving up technology,
and eventually executed along with the organization.

The environments I was reborn into were always lacking something or were unfortunate,
and no matter how hard I tried, I kept dying miserably and being reborn.

And so, I reached my seventh? reincarnation.

?? Something's strange.

"Waah~!!!!!"

"Congratulations, it's a beautiful young master!"

In my seventh reincarnation, I had never once started life as a newborn baby.

And I never had a family either.
So I never had hope, nor did I rebel against my predetermined fate.

But why? What's different this time?

Ch.1 - Chapter 1
Let me organize my thoughts.

In this life, I was born in an empire called Aslan.

It's a world where class distinctions exist between commoners and nobles.

Even among nobles, not all hold equal positions,

with the Four Great Houses being prime examples.

The Iris Duchy, protecting the empire's south, possesses diplomatic prowess and wealth rivaling the imperial family.

The Renuel Duchy, guarding the empire's east, has produced exceptional mages throughout history.

The Charlotte Duchy, defending the empire's west, manages the empire's underworld.

The Reinhardt Duchy, protecting the empire's north, has raised honorable knights.

All four houses wield such influence that ordinary nobles can't even compare.

They're simply in a different league.

And now, I was born as the second child of the Reinhardt Duchy.

In all my previous lives, I was born an orphan with poor living conditions, without friends or family.

But this time is different.

I have a mother who loves me,

my older brother Allen, the likely successor to the Reinhardt family,

and my younger sister Aria, who despite her young age, rivals the Renuel Duchy's young lady in magical ability.

Then there's my father, who reportedly defended a castle single-handedly against enemy knights during the imperial war.

*With a family like this... perhaps I can finally live peacefully?*

A peaceful life.
The reason I crave it is simple.

Adding up all six of my previous lives, I've lived about 200 years.

That means my average lifespan hasn't even reached 40 years.

And none were natural deaths—all were either murder or disease. Perhaps it's only natural that I yearn for a peaceful life.

Life in the Reinhardt Duchy was comfortable.

The servants were kind, and my mother embraced me warmly.

The Duke seemed like a decent person despite his gruffness.

Sometimes too strict, but still.

I could call it a good family.
My brother and sister too, all of them,

...or at least, that's how it should have been.

That's how it should be and how it ought to be...
But it seems this cursed god still doesn't want me to be happy.

***

It was the year I turned 10.

Imperial Year 1932, October 31st

The night of my birthday party celebrating my tenth year.

The woman sitting before me,
with hair as black as the midnight sky.

In contrast to that hair, eyes of deep crimson,
like gazing at the sun.

Yes, this person was my mother, Lady Sariel Reinhardt.

I had no complaints about life with my mother.

Even though she came from a maid background, no one in the duchy dared openly disrespect her.

Rather, many people respected her more because of her gentle personality.

"Congratulations, Jenison. You've already turned ten..."

Mother congratulated me on my birthday with a voice tinged with emotion.

For reference, Jenison is my name.

"Now that you're ten... your Unique Form of Mana will manifest."

"Yes..."

The Unique Form of Mana refers to the characteristics of mana unique to each person.

It manifests in everyone between the ages of eight and ten, and it's an especially important event for nobles.

Depending on what characteristics your mana has, it can determine your magical power on a small scale, or even your profession on a larger scale.

The Renuel Duchy, famous for magic, has mana characteristics leaning toward elemental magic,

while the Reinhardt Duchy, known for powerful knights, has mana characteristics focused on defense.

Naturally, since individual power varies according to these characteristics, it was perfect for noble families to strengthen their influence.

Mother comforted me, saying I shouldn't be disappointed even if my characteristics weren't combat-related...

But honestly, I was excited.

Well, some might say I wasn't acting my age, but think about it.

My father is the Duke of the Reinhardt family, one of the Four Great Houses,

I carry his blood, and my younger sister and older brother, despite their young age, far surpass their peers in ability.

Wouldn't it be natural to expect that I too might have talent?

"Yes, I won't be disappointed no matter what appears."

Of course, that's a lie.
I'll be extremely disappointed.

"Good, now go to your room."

After enjoying this pleasant conversation with my mother, I went to my room,

where an empty bed greeted me as soon as I entered.

There's nothing special in my room.
Actually, there's almost nothing at all.

I never expected much support as an illegitimate child anyway.

Isn't a bed and pillow all you need in a room?

"Young master, do you need assistance with your bath?"

A woman's voice came from outside the door.

Her name is Ella.

She's a maid serving my mother and me in the Reinhardt household.

She's about my age, but unlike me, she's good at housework and monopolizes the affection of other maids with her pretty appearance.

They probably assigned her to me thinking we'd get along well since we're similar in age, but...

*Still, at my age... having a child help me bathe feels wrong...*

It was something that pricked my conscience, so I politely declined and washed myself,

then laid my thoroughly exhausted body on the bed.

At that moment, a pain began to surge through my heart,

followed by a contradictory sensation of both hot and cold energy.

I instinctively knew.
This was mana.

My mana characteristics were about to manifest.

As soon as I realized this, I turned on the mana manifestation device I had received from my mother.

If I breathe mana into it and wait a bit, a symbol representing my mana characteristics will appear.

Ordinary people get one symbol, while talented individuals get two or more.

There are various types of symbols, so much so that people say your future is determined by your mana characteristics,

but symbols don't define everyone's future.

While talents certainly vary according to the shape of the symbol,

some people apply their abilities in unexpected ways and work in fields no one anticipated.

My father, the Duke of Reinhardt, was one such person.

However, the influence of symbol shapes on one's future is certainly not small.

Even someone like me, who has been through thick and thin, couldn't help but feel nervous about this.

"Phew... please... please..."

After all the hardships I've endured, I prayed desperately for something good this time,

then immediately placed my hand on the mana manifestation device and breathed in this energy.

Only after it had completely consumed my energy,

a red light began to glow from the top of the mana manifestation device.

If this turns completely blue, then my symbol will be revealed.

"Haa... what will my symbol be? I hope I can at least use magic freely like Aria."

For reference, my brother Allen's symbol is optimized for wielding a sword,

and my sister Aria possesses talent that even the Renuel family would envy.

And because of that, despite their young age,

both are at the peak of popularity.

"If I could be at least as good as the Duke..."

And as I mentioned earlier, the Reinhardt Duke,
who utilizes his talent in a completely unexpected way,

his talent wasn't sword-related as one might expect,

but rather the ability to see mana residing in objects—a talent called "Mana Eye."

Simply the ability to see mana, nothing more, nothing less.

With that simple talent, he rose to the pinnacle of all knights.

Fighting while observing the flow of mana in swords,

fighting while watching the flow of mana disturbed as objects move.

Of course, achieving this is no easy feat.

First, it requires the dynamic visual acuity to react immediately to dispersing mana,

a well-trained body to complement it,

and even more time to apply it in actual combat.

That's why many knights still respect him.

Respect for his effort in reaching that position with a talent not as favorable as their own.

Thus, he made his name widely known throughout the empire during the Imperial War,

making everyone aware of his abilities.

Then perhaps I too, though my soul doesn't carry his bloodline,

my body certainly does, so maybe I could become like them.

Besides, unlike them, this isn't my first life.

Dreaming such pleasant dreams, I maintained silence for a long time,

praying that my symbol would appear as soon as possible on the mana manifestation device I was using.

*What symbol will appear...*

Sword? Magic?

If such things appeared, mother would oppose it as dangerous, but if such talent emerged, it would be destiny.

*Finally, I too will have a talented body... hehe.*

Beep─

As I was smiling foolishly with such frivolous thoughts, I heard the sound indicating that the mana manifestation was complete,

and as soon as I heard it, my gaze immediately turned toward the mana manifestation device,

"...What is this?"

and soon after, it tilted.

Ch.2 - The Worst Choice (1)
What is this??

It's a symbol I've never seen before.

This is... a potion and... a hand??

It's not an elemental symbol, nor does it seem to represent any kind of protection.

"...Did I fail the gacha?"

I guess this body has some talent after all... seeing as there are two symbols.

I hurriedly looked up what the symbols meant.
Two is better than one, I suppose.

"I'm screwed..."

Yeah, I'm really screwed.

The potion is the symbol of an alchemist, and the hand is the symbol of creation.

Both abilities are completely useless in combat.

These talents are more suited for production roles than combat ones.

In a place where monsters constantly appear and "Gates" randomly form, making battles against monsters an everyday occurrence, these talents are truly worthless.

And for that very reason, these professions are looked down upon by almost everyone.

Production roles are useless during ongoing battles.

At best, I could make healing potions... but even then, bringing along a priest would be far more beneficial considering the time investment.

And rather than spending time creating something, channeling mana into a sword would be more efficient in battle.

Of course, I might succeed if I use these abilities well, but I've been cursed with talents that make it incredibly difficult to advance in society.

Especially here in the Reinhardt family, known as a house of knights.

"I'll have to report to the Duke tomorrow... and Mother's face..."

This won't do. I need to find a solution.

I immediately tried to think of how to handle this situation, but contrary to my intentions, my eyes slowly began to close.

I had fallen into a state of "Mana Exhaustion" after using too much mana.

"Ah... wait, if I fall asleep now, I'm really screwed..."

Someone once said that the weight of eyelids is heavier than a thousand pounds.

That saying was true.

***

The next morning

I had to find the Duke to report last night's results.

Since I didn't know where in this vast house the Duke was,

"The Duke is in the reception room, young master."

I asked a maid who was cleaning the stairs about the Duke's whereabouts.

The reception room, a room typically designed for receiving guests.

Since it was decorated more classically than other rooms,

I could easily find it, and now I was standing right in front of the reception room door.

A door with clearly antique patterns and a golden handle.

It was a beautiful door that looked like it belonged in a fairy tale.

So lavish that you could tell at a glance how much money had been spent on it.

"Father... it's Jenison. I've come to report that my symbol has appeared."

Knock knock—

I stood in front of the door and stated my reason for coming,

And soon after, the door opened by itself.

Creeeeak—

"....!"

At that moment, a fierce aura that made me instinctively shrink back rushed toward me,

And from inside the room, which was completely dark despite it being morning due to drawn curtains,

The Duke's figure slowly emerged.

Traditional imperial military uniform, white hair, and beard.

His bulky muscles and small scars seemed to make his frame appear even larger,

And my head, still young compared to him, automatically bowed.

My head, which I had rarely bowed except when I was a slave.

"So... you say your symbol has appeared?"

Numerous stacks of documents in front of him.

He calmly asked me a question without taking his eyes off the document in his hand,

And his gaze was filled with indifference.

..Indeed, he wasn't a good father in many ways.

I don't know if it's because I haven't adapted to noble society,

But if there had been such a father in the 21st century, he would probably have made the news.

With the headline: "Father who never showed love to his child."

"..By the way, how should I tell him this?"

Just to be clear... he's extremely blunt and strict.

Plus, he takes enormous pride in his family.

In short, he's the type of person who definitely won't stay quiet when he sees my symbols.

"Speak up. Why can't you talk?"

But I have no choice. I have to tell him.

I can't lie either, since it's clearly visible on the back of my hand...

My last chance to lie has disappeared.

"My symbol... has appeared."

"What symbol is it?"

"..A potion and a hand shape."

"..What?"

It took less than a second for a murderous intent that nearly made me lose consciousness to emanate from the Duke,

And this young body of mine almost fainted ridiculously.

Just from that single burst of killing intent.

"I'm sorry..."

But thanks to that, I clearly realized that the Duke was in a very displeased state.

The Reinhardt family I was born into was a prestigious house among prestigious houses that had produced numerous knights worth a hundred men.

Knights with extensive battle experience due to territory close to the Forest of Demons,

My older brother, Allen, who has no equal among his peers and is already at the level of a junior knight.

My younger sister, Aria, whose elemental magic is said to be on par with the Renuel ducal family.

And many other capable retainers.

An alchemist-like desk job appearing in such a thriving family?

And from his own bloodline?

Well, honestly, I don't understand, but in a noble society like this,

It might be natural for the Duke to be angry.

After all, the nobles I've seen so far prioritized honor above even their lives.

Grind—

The sound of the Duke grinding his teeth.

If this fact became known, it was obvious that not only nobles but also servants and commoners would mock the family.

Plus, my mother is a commoner...

They would constantly pick at that point.

When a family is renowned enough to be called one of the Four Great Houses, there are bound to be people who try to bring it down somehow.

Having revealed everything, all I could do was wait for the Duke, who maintained silence toward me.

***

The Duke thought about what he needed to do to prevent the family's honor from falling.

"..For that boy to succeed with those useless talents."

It was a risky endeavor.

Such a shallow talent emerging from a family that had lived by the sword for generations.

Could that mere illegitimate child meet his expectations and achieve results?

If so, it would certainly benefit the family...

"That would probably be difficult, judging by his usual behavior."

But the subject was Jenison, who had been physically weak since childhood.

He couldn't even handle a longsword properly,

Nor did he have exceptional mana capacity or magical talent like his sister.

What if he invested in such a boy and failed?

"The family's prestige would surely plummet."

If such a heretic emerged from his family, which had raised and produced sword-wielders all its life.

"Then... rather than making everything the boy's fault..."

Even if he hid the boy right now, it would inevitably be discovered when he entered the Academy.

So it was only a matter of time before it was revealed.

A useless boy from the family of knights, one of the Four Great Houses.

Many nobles would surely slander and gossip about this.

But... if all of this could be blamed on the boy individually rather than on the family.

Not that such a boy emerged from our family,

But that the boy's qualities were so trashy.

If it could be blamed on the boy personally rather than on our family's bloodline...

It was certainly not something a father should do,

But unfortunately, the Duke was not someone who cared about such things.

He had always been a nobleman obsessed with his precious honor.

"If that happens, there won't be any trouble for our family..."

He weighed his options.
His son's reputation against his family's honor.

For him, who held the titles of both father and Duke,

Such a problem was all too easy to solve.

"..Jenison, how old are you this year?"

"...? Ten... years old."

"I see, then you must enter the Academy."

"..Yes."

"Listen carefully. If you enter the Academy..."

You must become a Delinquent.

***

After hearing the Duke's words,
I was stunned for a while.

Wondering if the Duke was really in his right mind to say such things.

Of course, I hadn't expected paternal affection from him.

The fact that I was calling him "Duke" rather than "Father" from the beginning

Was evidence that I didn't consider him my father.

And apparently, that applied to the Duke as well.

In his right mind, he wouldn't make such a proposal to his son.

Telling him to act like a delinquent at a prestigious educational institution like the Academy.

And to a perfectly sane 10-year-old child at that.

"Forgive my impertinence, but... may I ask why you're giving such an order?"

I secretly hoped he would cancel it right now.

No matter what, this wasn't a proposal a father should make to his son.

Perhaps between an organization boss and his subordinate, but not this.

"You don't actually think those useless talents of yours suit our family, do you?"

"..."

"That's why I'm giving this order. If you alone prove to be useless..."

"..."

"At least the impact won't extend to our family."

It was absurd.
Is this what a father should say?

And to his own child's face?

Of course, I knew our family was large and powerful enough to be called one of the Four Great Houses,

And that we had many enemies as a result,

But I couldn't understand his behavior at all.

He might fear damage to his reputation,

And dislike having such a misfit in the family he had built through effort,

But to reject his own blood just for that?

And he should also worry about what would happen if this matter was discovered later.

Surely he must have considered that I might expose everything.

"..Judging by your expression, you seem quite dissatisfied."

"..."

How could I not be dissatisfied?
When my own father is abandoning me.

I was thinking that anyone else in this situation would definitely be dissatisfied,

When the Duke spoke again.

"Your mother, Sariel."

"...?"

"She seems quite ill... do you think she could survive outside in this cold weather?"

The expression I saw on the Duke's face that day was more corrupt than any human I had ever faced,

And at that moment, I had to make a choice.

My mother was already weak, and if she really had to live outside as he suggested...

She might truly come to harm.

But accepting his proposal made me worry about what lay ahead.

This peaceful life I had obtained.

A precious life I had barely managed to secure after enduring all kinds of pain, oppression, and humiliation.

To throw it all away just because of someone called "mother"...

"..I accept, Duke."

"..What was that?"

"I will do as you wish, so please let my mother continue living here."

Strangely enough, I could do it.
Throw everything away because of someone called "mother."

"..It makes sense."

Just these 10 years of life.

The love I received from her in this short span of 10 years was greater than all the love I had received from others during my seven reincarnations.

Incomparably so.

Ch.3 - The Worst Choice (2)
After finishing my conversation with the Duke, I went straight to see my mother.

I would have to pretend to be a Delinquent despite it being completely against my nature, but I still planned to tell my mother everything.

I really couldn't bear to see her blame herself for failing to raise me properly.

***

As expected, my mother was furious.

She was so angry I could hardly believe she was the same gentle, kind woman I knew.

But of course she had every right to be angry.

Her child.

Her child who had grown up without the same treatment as his legitimate siblings because he was born out of wedlock.

Her child who had just been told by his father to sacrifice himself for the family simply because he lacked talent.

What mother wouldn't be upset?

Naturally, she wanted to storm into the Duke's office right that moment.

Of course, I had to stop her.

If she actually went through with it,

I'd have to worry about her safety right away.

"Jenison... this isn't right. No matter that you're illegitimate, this kind of treatment isn't proper..."

"I'm really fine, Mother."

"Jenison... please..."

It still hurt my heart to see my mother cry.

She already carried so much guilt about being a commoner by birth,

And now I worried she might blame herself for this situation too...

I was concerned about her in so many ways.

"Jenison, won't you reconsider just once more?"

"..."

"Jenisoooon!!"

I finally managed to calm my mother down after she nearly fainted several times hearing my story,

But she continued to give me worried looks.

She probably understood all too well.
The terrifying weight of people's stares.

After all, she had experienced the rumors of being a duchess of common birth.

Of course, I knew this order was unfair,

But what could I do against a Duke from one of the most prestigious families in the country?

If I were my former self, I might have at least grabbed a sword and tried to resist,

But with this young, weak body, even that was impossible.

I had neglected to train my body, thinking I would live a comfortable life as a son of a ducal family.

Well, that was my own fault for letting my guard down, so I couldn't blame anyone else...

*I suppose that's fine. I can start building my body from now on.*

Now, how to pretend to be a Delinquent...

"Young Master!!"

"...?"

Startled by the loud voice, I turned around to see Ella running toward me,

Looking quite angry for some reason...

Huh?

"Young Master! Madam told me everything!!"

"..Ah."

"This is outrageous!! You do have talent!! You have two patterns!!"

Worried she might actually go confront the Duke if I left her alone,

I had to somehow soothe and placate her,

And only after using up two sets of refreshments was I finally able to calm her down a bit.

"I'm really fine, so you don't need to worry about me, Ella."

"...Whatever. I'm going in first."

She turned her back on me with a huff, clearly upset.

Still, I was grateful.
Grateful that she worried about someone like me.

*If I'm grateful, I should protect her.*

Yes, I need to protect her.

Like my mother, she's one of the few people in this world I desperately want to keep safe.

***

Soon enough, the next year arrived,
When I turned 11,

I entered the Academy.

Under the Duke's secret orders to act like a Delinquent.

*This is easy?*

Pretending to be a Delinquent was simpler than I expected.

All I had to do was gather third-rate kids who tried to cling to me for my family name and status,

Specifically choosing those with poor character and behavior.

"Lord Jenison!!"

"Hehe, Lord Jenison, over here..."

It was even easy to gather them.

Most were just spoiled children who acted recklessly because of their family backgrounds.

And among them, I had the strongest background.

Perhaps it was only natural that they followed my words.

However, there was one thing I just couldn't bring myself to do...

That was bullying others.

I had killed people painlessly before, had even killed before,

And I'd experienced all kinds of painful torture.

But deliberately harming children even younger than me?

That was something I absolutely couldn't do.

Especially since these weren't people I'd see just once or twice, but regularly.

So I had to come up with a way to avoid bullying anyone as much as possible,

And after a few minutes of contemplation, I thought of a good method.

*Let's find a part-time job.*

A fake part-time job, so to speak.

The Academy collects tuition fees each semester.

As befitting the empire's finest educational institution, it teaches content that can't be easily learned elsewhere,

But the tuition fees are correspondingly expensive.

Almost impossibly high for commoners to afford.

Nevertheless, many commoners apply to the Academy every year,

Simply to elevate their family's status.

After all, graduating from the Academy certifies you to work wherever you want.

But surely there must be students who struggle with the expensive tuition,

So I would find those commoners and make them an offer.

*"I'll cover your tuition fees if you let me pretend to bully you."*

A third party might think this is insane,

But if you think about it carefully, it's not such a bad offer.

As I mentioned, the Academy's tuition is expensive even for nobles to pay easily.

How much more burdensome must it be for commoners?

Probably beyond imagination.

And that burden would be passed directly to the commoner students attending the Academy.

So what if they accepted my proposal?

I would cover all their tuition fees in exchange for pretending to bully them.

Of course, I wouldn't bully them severely,

And they'd only have to endure it a few times a day to receive a substantial amount of money.

The process might be somewhat painful,

But they would reduce their own burden and be able to support their parents...

Wouldn't some people find that tempting?

*I should start looking...*

So I began asking around for commoners who were struggling with tuition fees.

***

I was a bit surprised to find a suitable candidate so quickly,

But I did find someone appropriate.

Rianna, a student who started attending the Academy with me this year,

A commoner student the same age as me.

She had blue hair and emerald eyes,

With long, soft, glossy hair,

But judging by the patches on several parts of her Academy uniform,

I could easily guess her family's financial situation.

Her appearance was quite famous at the beginning of the school year,

But once people heard she was a commoner, many lost interest,

And now she was living under the immature gazes of some young ladies.

There couldn't be a more suitable person.

Her family was already poor, so she must feel burdened by the need to elevate her family's status,

And she probably couldn't tell her parents about being bullied at the Academy.

Because she absolutely had to graduate from here and succeed.

She was perfect, the more I looked at her.

She truly fit my situation perfectly.

"E-Excuse me... why did you..."

At first glance, she seemed afraid of me,

But I didn't let her gaze bother me.

I had caused so much trouble since entering the Academy,

My reputation had already hit rock bottom.

It was natural for her to be afraid even if I had no particular business with her.

"Sorry for calling you so suddenly. You must be surprised."

"N-No, it's fine..."

"I called you because I have a favor to ask."

"A favor...?"

I explained everything to her.

From why I needed to act like a Delinquent to the compensation she would receive if she accepted my request.

"So, did you understand everything so far?"

"Y-Yes..."

"Then I'd like to hear your answer."

After hearing my words, she began to contemplate for a long time.

Well, that made sense.
The conditions were too good.

If she accepted this offer, she could ease her parents' burden with just a bit of pretend bullying,

And she could also reduce the pressure on herself.

Plus, with the extra money, she could pursue a more comfortable life,

And focus more on developing her skills to get closer to success.

"H-How can I trust you...?"

After much consideration, words that seemed to indicate acceptance finally came from her mouth,

And I didn't miss the opportunity.

"I swear on my family name. You know what a family oath means, right?"

As soon as she heard my words, she gaped and started uttering meaningless exclamations like "W-What?",

Which was actually quite understandable.

Among nobles, swearing on one's family name carried tremendous weight.

For nobles who lived and died by honor, to stake one's family name?

Even a snot-nosed kid on the street would fall over in shock.

Everyone knew what happened if you broke an oath sworn on your family name.

All kinds of rumors would spread throughout society,

You would be despised as a dishonorable person even by families of lower rank,

And if your family found out, you would have to give up your family name and lose all support.

"Y-You would do that for a commoner like me...?"

"Yes, is there a problem?"

But I didn't mind.
I had no intention of breaking it anyway.

If I didn't do this, I would have to target and bully an innocent person,

And if I had to do it anyway, wouldn't it be better to have a relationship that benefited both parties?

"No, I'll... I'll do it!!"

And as expected,

She gratefully accepted my proposal.

***

Good.
This was good.

The proposal was accepted, and everything proceeded smoothly afterward.

I ignored everyone else and only bullied her,

And my reputation in high society was plummeting in real-time.

Of course, I didn't bully her severely.

If my followers insulted her too harshly, I would stop them and later apologize to her privately,

When her uniform was stolen, I bought her a new one from an expensive clothing store,

And occasionally I gave her some spending money so she could enjoy her life.

Of course, no one could see these behind-the-scenes actions, so my reputation continued to fall.

It didn't take long before the initial looks of admiration and expectation were replaced with gazes of disgust and contempt.

While I wasn't unaffected by those looks,

I was already quite accustomed to such gazes,

And the thought that my mother's safety would be at risk if I messed up helped me endure without causing any problems.

But I couldn't help feeling afraid.

My current position in the family was that of a troublemaker,

Someone no one would care about if I were abandoned.

What if the Duke changed his mind one day and cast me out?

I would have no way to respond.

I had no one to support me, no one to protect me.

*So... I should act in a way that doesn't draw negative attention.*

Ironically, that was my first goal during my school years.

Not for anything else but to protect my mother.

***

And so time passed,

Six years after I entered the Academy,

In the year I turned 17, my mother passed away.

Ch.4 - Determination
"..What are you saying?"

"..I'm sorry, but all the measures I can take—"

"I believe I asked what you meant."

For a moment, I genuinely felt the urge to murder him, but I barely managed to suppress it by biting my lip until it nearly tore.

The family physician, who had been calmly reporting to me just moments ago, turned pale and stepped back when he saw my expression.

Well, I suppose that's understandable.

I'm pretty sure my face right now looks like it could easily kill a couple of people without breaking a sweat.

"Y-Young Master?!"

But you shouldn't be like this.

As our family physician, you shouldn't give up on my mother.

You shouldn't deliver news that there's no hope in such a calm manner.

Shouldn't you at least show that you're doing your best to treat her until the very end?

"....!"

"Young Master!! You mustn't!"

"P-Please spare me, I beg you! I was wrong, Young Master!!"

When I came to my senses, I was already gripping his collar with one hand while the other held a knife, ready to stab him at any moment.

If Ella hadn't grabbed my arm, I would have slit his throat right then and there.

I was truly grateful for that.

Of course, the news of my mother's critical condition was utterly devastating.

"..You may go."

"Y-Yes!!"

As soon as I gave him permission to leave, he darted out like an arrow.

I wanted to scream at him to save my mother right now, but he had already made it clear to me.

My mother had no hope.

Though he couldn't save my mother, he was still a doctor.

At the very least, he wasn't someone who would play with people's lives.

Especially when that person was the wife of the Duke he served.

"...."

"Young Master.."

"..Ella, could you bring other doctors from around here?"

"..Young Master, the one who just left is known as the most skilled physician in this area."

"...."

"That's why we appointed him as our family physician.."

As the hopeless reality sank in with each word, I finally collapsed where I stood.

Not kneeling, but literally collapsing.

"Y-Young Master, are you alright..? *sniff*"

How had I endured all this time?

How many people's contemptuous stares had I endured while acting like a Delinquent, something completely against my nature?

All of it was for my mother's well-being...

"..If you're going to leave like this, what am I supposed to do?"

That day, it seemed as though a great star had set in the sky I was looking at.

***

And that evening,

Sariel Reinhardt, who had been lying as if dead until now, slowly raised her body.

A body that had withered away to nothing but bones.

"...."

Sariel looked around her room.

On a table in the distance sat foods perfect for restoring vitality,

And the bedding she had been lying on had been replaced with something new, boasting cloud-like softness.

Treatment too extravagant for someone of commoner birth.

Yet despite enjoying all these luxuries, she wasn't simply happy about it.

*I'm about to die, what use are all these things...*

She sensed it too.

That her life was nearing its end.

As the physician had said, her life was hanging by a thread,

And as she realized this fact more deeply, a sense of regret began to bloom in a corner of her heart.

Lingering attachment to life and worry for her child.

Being of commoner birth, she hadn't been able to give her son what he wanted,

And she felt terribly sorry about leaving him behind like this.

The more she thought about it, the more she wished she could live just a little longer.

Moreover, Jenison was currently very unstable.

Others might not notice, but as his mother, she could tell.

Jenison wasn't actually indifferent to others' gazes.

He seemed to be handling it well now, but who knew how long that would last.

Perhaps he would break down while she was gone.

*That can't happen... it mustn't...*

But there was nothing she could do now.

How could someone who could barely hold her own body upright offer warm words of comfort to her son?

It would be fortunate if he didn't despair at the sight of her broken appearance.

*I can't even play the role of a proper mother until the end...*

She regretted it.
That she couldn't do for her children what the first wife had done for hers.

A pitiful, pathetic woman with limited standing in the family due to that one flaw—her commoner origins.

That was the objective assessment she gave herself.

"Cough! Cough!!"

As she coughed up blood, she sensed that she truly had very little time left,

And in that moment, only one thought crossed her mind.

She wanted to see her precious son.
She wanted to at least say her final goodbye.

"E-Ella, are you outside..?!"

"...."

"Ella..!!"

"M-My Lady?! Did you cough?!"

"Go... please call Jenison for me.."

Right now.

***

"Mother is.. *gasp*.. really asking for me..?!"

"Yes..!! You must hurry..!!"

I didn't need to hear anything more.

What mattered now was that Mother had woken up.

And that she had immediately called for me upon waking.

*Tap tap tap tap tap*—

Unusual footsteps echoed throughout the mansion in the early dawn,

But unfortunately, I wasn't in a position to be considerate of others right now.

No, anyone else would have acted the same way in this situation.

Because this concerned their mother, not just anyone else.

Leaving Ella far behind me, I immediately found my mother's room,

And just as I heard Ella's voice saying "Young Master, you shouldn't enter like that..!"

I didn't stop and flung open the door to my mother's room.

"..You came."

"...."

A pungent smell of blood wafted out as soon as I opened the door.

It was a scent I knew all too well.

The scent of blood from someone about to die,

A completely putrid blood smell, almost like pus.

"...."

"..What's with that expression? Come here and sit down."

*Pat pat*—

Mother patted the bed beside her, and her face was the brightest I'd ever seen it, but

Having already caught that scent of blood, I had already realized.

Mother was dying right now.

And she was pretending to be bright like this to hide it.

"..Yes."

But I didn't press the issue.

Though I really didn't want to accept it.

Even though I wanted nothing more than to carry Mother on my back and search for every doctor in the world.

I thought it would be unfilial to break her desire to appear composed in front of her child.

I quietly walked over and sat down heavily beside Mother,

And before she could say anything, I entered her embrace.

Like a newborn child seeking affection.

"My goodness... Jenison, how old are you now to be doing this...?"

Despite her words, Mother didn't seem to mind,

As she began to gently stroke my head,

And I soon soaked her clothes with my tears.

"...."

"..Jenison."

"..I won't listen."

Mother must have felt my tears too,

As she stopped stroking my head and tried to say something,

But unfortunately, I had no intention of listening.

I absolutely refused to accept my mother's death.

She was the first person to share affection with me across seven lifetimes,

Someone who never gave up raising me despite all the jealousy and envy from those around her.

I couldn't accept that such a person would die like this, absolutely not.

I was so desperate that I would even beg the gods I had cursed so bitterly.

I prayed fervently that even if I had to go through the cycle of rebirth again, please just let my mother live.

"..Jenison."

"..I won't listen, absolutely not."

"You must listen, Jenison."

And still.
God was not by my side.

Only laughing at me from the heavens.

I raised my head and looked at my mother,

And her face, which I finally faced properly, was deteriorated unlike before.

Her once glossy black hair was now dry and brittle,

And her beautiful, fair skin was covered with red spots.

Mother looked almost like a leper,

Seeing her like this, I embraced her tightly once more.

Like a lost child throwing a tantrum, begging not to be left behind.

"Jenison, this mother truly loved you very much."

"...."

"If nothing else, I want you to know that."

"...."

I didn't want to answer.

I felt that if I responded to these words, Mother would truly give up on life.

"..Do you know why I named you Jenison?"

"...."

"Zenith, that is the origin of your name.."

"...."

"No matter what kind of person you become later.."

"...."

"I hope you reach that zenith and make yourself shine."

"...."

"I love you, Jenison.
Please don't hate me too much."

"..I.. love.. you.. t-"

With those words, Mother fell into a deep sleep.

Without even hearing those simple words of love from me.

I rested my head on Mother's stomach and cried silently.

For the first time in a very long time, I shed warm and painful tears.

Ch.5 - Waiting For No One
The day after my mother passed away,

Her funeral was held with much more grandeur than I had expected.

It was far more elaborate than most noble funerals.

If not for the fact that all the guests were dressed in black,

It could have almost passed for a small banquet.

I suppose they were making an appropriate show for someone who was, after all, a duchess.

Well, no matter how much my mother came from common birth,

If they had held a modest funeral, it might have invited gossip from others.

The duke, who cares only about the family's honor, wouldn't allow that.

I didn't cry as much as I thought I would.

I had already shed all my tears yesterday.

Thanks to that, my mother's clothes were completely soaked, giving the servants extra work.

"Hic... sob... my lady..."

Of course, Ella, who arrived too late yesterday, was the exception.

She wept through the night, saying she never got to say goodbye.

Seeing her like that made me choke up and cry along with her.

If no one else, Ella was the only servant my mother truly cherished.

She used to say Ella was like her own daughter since they were similar in age.

After stroking Ella's head a few times as she continued to sob,

I quickly composed myself and straightened my clothes.

I needed to greet the guests now.

"To think they'd put so much effort into a funeral for a mere commoner..."

"The duke must have truly loved his wife, ho ho..."

*What nonsense.*

To others, the duke's actions might make him seem like a devoted husband,

But to my eyes, knowing everything, it all looked like a facade.

*If these people knew how many times the duke visited mother each month, they'd fall over backward in shock.*

To be precise, it was after I was born.

The duke had all but stopped visiting my mother's chambers.

I don't know the exact reason. It wasn't as if my mother's beauty had faded.

Well, the most likely explanation was that since she had given birth to a male heir, he no longer needed her...

That makes me even more furious.

While my mother longed for the duke every day,

It sounded like he had no affection for her whatsoever.

He had treated her as nothing more than a tool to produce an heir.

*....*

Still, I decided to keep quiet for now.

Whether the duke did this only for the family's reputation or not,

At least my mother was getting a grand funeral, so there was no harm in that.

"Oh my, how heartbroken he must be."

"Sariel was truly a good friend and woman..."

"I agree... she was especially good at listening to my troubles... sob!"

For the record, I was the chief mourner.
I was my mother's only child.

And that meant,

All these people flooding in to mourn my mother—
I had to deal with every single one of them.

*...This person who claims to be mother's friend doesn't even know my name.*

*Why did you never visit such a wonderful friend even once?*

*You say she listened to your troubles, but it seems you never listened to hers.*

Nearly half of the funeral guests claimed to have connections with my mother,

Yet I had never once seen my mother with anyone else.

Except for the servants,

My mother, whose weak health kept her confined to her room,

Never had visitors, let alone friends.

They were obviously lying.

Most of them were clearly trying to establish connections with the duke.

After all, officially and publicly, the duke was my mother's husband,

So he was bound to make an appearance at the funeral.

They probably thought they just needed to shed a few tears and approach him...

*Too bad for you. If you wait a little longer, it'll start raining and you'll be soaked.*

I secretly sneered at them.

The duke wouldn't come here.

Even when he was informed of my mother's death, he remained indifferent.

Why would such a person suddenly show his face at this funeral?

There was nothing for him to gain in the eyes of others.

And as if to prove me right,

The duke truly did not show his face once
during the two days of the funeral.

Even though the funeral would end tomorrow.

The guests were quite bewildered after not seeing him for two consecutive days,

And Ella likewise harshly criticized the duke's behavior behind his back.

Of course, making sure others couldn't hear her.

They say even kings get criticized behind their backs, so I didn't feel the need to stop her.

After all, I didn't have particularly fond feelings toward him either.

Rather, I resented him for neglecting my mother.

After secretly badmouthing the duke like that, finally on the third day,

The duke and his family made an appearance at the funeral.

All of them wearing solemn expressions as if they had rehearsed it.

"...."

Surprisingly, I said nothing when I saw them.

Not because I had nothing to say, but because I didn't want to engage with them at all.

After my mother first fell ill, they never visited her once,

And now they had graciously come to see her face
three days after she had become a cold corpse in a coffin.

What could I possibly say to them?

I was barely restraining myself from drawing a sword and charging at them.

"...."

"...Jenison, I understand you're shocked by your mother's death, but you should greet your father—"

"...Your mother."

Not "your mother" but "stepmother" is what he should have called her.

At least if he had recognized my mother as family.

"...Why that expression? Did I say something wrong?"

"...No, brother. Hello, everyone."

Barely holding back from grinding my teeth to dust,

I secretly bit my lip and bowed my head to the duke.

In order: the duke, the first duchess, my brother, and my sister Aria.

I greeted them all as the "chief mourner"

And after that, I didn't exchange another word with any of them.





***





After the funeral ended,
I made a decision.

It was time to leave this cursed family.

The only reason I had faithfully followed the duke's orders until now

Was out of concern for my mother's well-being.

Of course, if I had become strong enough to defeat the duke, things might have been different,

But unfortunately, with this not-yet-fully-grown body,

I couldn't defeat the duke who had already reached the peak of his abilities.

So I had lived this way solely to protect my mother.

And now, the mother I had tried so hard to protect was gone.

*I have no reason, affection, or justification to stay in this family anymore.*

But as I was packing all my belongings to leave,

I encountered a problem I hadn't considered at all.

*...What will I do once I leave?*

Of course, there were plenty of options.

I could use the memories and experiences from my past life to make a living with a sword,

Or I could even become an alchemist using the talent embedded in the back of my hand.

*...But.*

The truth was, I had no clear goal.

Despite having lived countless lives, I had never experienced a life where my freedom was guaranteed.

Moreover, the reputation I had ruined would be an obstacle to leaving the family now.

Within the Academy, I was already treated like a plague.

Of course, due to the duke's directive that I should be treated as useless trash,

I was also known as someone who acted arrogantly despite having no real power, relying only on my background...

If news spread that I had left the family, the other students wouldn't leave me alone.

*But continuing to be treated like an outcast here...*

I hated that more than death.
I absolutely despised it.

It was humiliating to share the same surname as the duke who had all but abandoned my mother.

I was disgusted by his attitude—how he had merely assigned a family physician despite my desperate pleas about my mother's illness, acting as if he had fulfilled his duty.

*And what's worse, everyone in this family admires him.*

If you don't like the temple, the monk should leave—isn't that what they say?

Yes, I'm leaving.

*"Whatever you do... I hope you reach the pinnacle."*

And now I had something I needed to do.

***

The next morning,
I woke up early and headed to the main building.

It was just before the family would be having breakfast.

Since I had abruptly stopped attending these family meals years ago,

I could feel the servants flinching as they saw me walking through the hallways.

Ignoring all those stares, I continued walking

Until I reached the main dining hall.

Thud, thud—
The slightly rough sound of military boots.

In this splendid mansion, only two people wore military boots.

First was the duke, and second was...

"...Jenison? What brings you here so early in the morning?"

My brother, Allen Reinhardt.

Since childhood, he had defeated all his peers

And had already surpassed the rank of squire to become the youngest member of the knights.

Considering that others his age were still squires,

He could truly be called a formidable talent.

"...I've come to join breakfast."

"...Jenison, must we start the day by making each other angry?"

"...."

"...Sigh, do as you please. I don't care about someone like you anymore."

Click, click—

Just as my non-conversation with Allen ended, the sound of heels approached.

There were also limited people in this mansion who wore heels.

The servants certainly wouldn't dare to wear them.

*...Either the first duchess, or...*

"...."

Yes, my sister, Aria Reinhardt.

As she came down the stairs, slowly arranging her black hair,

She looked at me once before shifting her gaze behind me.

I think she used to follow me well in the past,

But ever since she received those orders from the duke, she's been like this.

Unlike Allen who despises and mistreats me, she simply ignores me completely.

*...Well, I'm used to it now.*

Thud, thud—

*Here he comes.*

Finally, another set of military boot sounds.

Duke Kael Reinhardt, my father and the master of this family.

As he descended the stairs, he took me in with a glance.

For just a moment, his head tilted to the side.

As if he had seen someone who shouldn't be there.

"Why are you here?"

"...I came to join breakfast."

"...."

Yes, it must seem strange. A person who hasn't shared a meal with them for years

Suddenly changing his attitude after his mother's death.

It would look suspicious, very much so.

"...Fine, I trust you won't cause trouble on a day like today."

*...How perceptive, already painting me as a Delinquent.*

Well, it doesn't matter.
After today, I won't be part of this family anymore.

So as the first duchess, who was running late, finally took her seat,

And as the servants slowly began setting the table with dishes,

"Duke."

"...What is it?"

"I'm leaving the family."

I dropped the bomb.

***

Less than an hour after Jenison made that declaration,

Two uninvited guests arrived at Jenison's room.

"He's already left...?!"

"Yes."

Not knowing they were already too late.

Ch.6 - Small Room Of Regrets And Questions
Late afternoon.
A time when lunch could still be served.

The sound of rough military boots echoes through the corridor.

Thud, thud—

The servants, who might rightfully be annoyed at boot prints marking the corridors they had just cleaned, quietly avoid making eye contact and step aside without a word.

Because of who it was.
Because they dared not face someone of his stature.

Duke Kael Reinhardt was walking down the corridor.

"...After all, these self-centered fools are always the most useless ones."

He muttered incomprehensible words as he walked.

Well, even if he weren't a duke, the servants wouldn't have dared to speak to him anyway.

His current expression clearly said "I'm annoyed" to anyone who might see it.

His features were already stern to begin with, and with that expression on his face,

It was only natural that no one would approach him.

"Tsk, doing well until now, and then why..."

Thud, thud—
His footsteps grew heavier than before.

He was heading toward Jenison's room.

To the room of his "Delinquent" son, to whom he had given secret orders.

The same son who had suddenly appeared at breakfast this morning,

Only to drop the bombshell announcement that he would be leaving the family.

"Suddenly leaving the family? What kind of disgrace is he trying to bring upon our name?"

To be clear, the Duke wasn't trying to stop Jenison from leaving the family.

He had never valued his son enough to take such action in the first place.

"I've repeatedly told him not to act so recklessly."

Of course, that didn't mean he intended to let the boy leave the family either.

How dare he act on his own without knowing his place?

A boy who didn't even understand how his actions affected the family's honor.

He should have just stayed quietly locked in his room.

How dare he presumptuously decide on his own to leave the family?

Did he think the family was something one could leave so easily?

*If that's the case... I'll have to correct that thinking today.*

That he could never escape the family.

Though anyone who heard such thoughts would surely shudder with horror,

The Duke's lips and cheekbones didn't move a muscle.

As if he believed this was the most natural course of action.

Thud, thud—
He continued walking until he finally reached the front of Jenison's room,

And there he saw her.
A black-haired girl who had arrived before him and was waiting.

"Father."

"Aria, why are you here?"

"...To see brother."

That was all the answer he received.
He couldn't hear anything more even if he wanted to.

Aria had turned her head away first, overcome by her own shyness.

Though she pretended otherwise, she must have been concerned about him.

If memory served, these two had been very close when they were young.

"Well then, why don't you go back now?"

"What? Why..."

"Since our objectives seem to be the same, I don't think we both need to be here."

"B-but, wait."

"Go back and prepare for your next lesson."

Though Aria didn't understand why she had to leave,

The Duke sent her away without concern.

There was no special reason.
He simply wanted to remove any variables.

*If that boy says something foolish to Aria...*

The Duke was that kind of person.
Someone who calculated everything meticulously.

Even a pebble on the road would be factored into his calculations,

The very concept of variables simply didn't apply to him.

*First, I'll tell him to retract today's statement immediately...*

Then I'll need to re-educate him.

The Duke, still hiding behind his stoic mask,

Knocked on Jenison's door a couple of times, and

"Who is... Duke?!"

"...Who are you?"

The one who emerged was none other than a maid with silver hair.

***

"He left? And you don't know where he went?"

"Y-yes..."

"...You do understand what will happen if you're lying, don't you?"

"I... I'm telling the truth!!"

Jenison had left the mansion.

This was a fact that remained unchanged no matter how many times the Duke asked,

And just as the Duke was about to leave the room to call someone,

Crack—

"...?!"

With an ominous sound, the floor beneath the Duke's feet gave way.

Fortunately, thanks to the Duke's innate sense of balance and physical abilities,

He avoided the unseemly mishap of falling in front of a subordinate,

But the mere fact that this had happened was enough to displease the Duke.

It sounded as if his family's mansion had fallen into disrepair.

"...What is the meaning of—"

"I'm... I'm so sorry...!!"

"...Is this room not maintained?"

"The... the young master kept insisting that no one should enter his room..."

No wonder he'd been hearing things breaking and shattering every night.

It was coming from this room.

*Tsk, that boy who played the delinquent so well, why did he say such things today?*

"What about cleaning? How has the cleaning been done all this time?"

"The young master only allowed me to enter, so I did everything..."

"...And yet you claim not to know where he went?"

A brief but unmistakable killing intent flowed out,

Though it was a small amount, it was lethal to ordinary people,

And as if to prove this, Ella's body began to tremble.

Her legs shook like aspen leaves before she fell to her knees,

She wrapped her arms around herself as if chilled to the bone.

All from just one word from the Duke.

"Y-yes!! I... r-really... I... I...!!"

Despite this, she continued to insist that she truly didn't know,

Seeing her pitiful state, like a small, weak animal,

Even the seemingly heartless Duke

Eventually withdrew his killing intent and heaved a deep sigh.

Or more accurately, he simply didn't want to deal with a corpse in the mansion.

"...Then, where are all the servants who used to attend to him?"

If not her, then someone else—the Duke changed his approach.

If she didn't know, he could ask others who might.

Although this girl was supposedly the closest to the boy,

There might be at least one more person who was close to that troublesome young man.

"...If you mean the servants who attended to the young master... they've already been dismissed and left the mansion..."

"...What?!"

Another wave of killing intent rose at this unexpected news.

This time, it wasn't from irritation or annoyance,

But from the displeasure of not knowing what had happened in his own house.

"The... the young m-master said he would handle everything himself and d-dismissed them...!"

"...Ha, how thorough... though I don't know since when."

He must have known that the Duke would send servants after him,

So he had dismissed them all in advance.

He probably gave them generous severance pay too.

After all, even though he was publicly known as a delinquent, he still received a monthly allowance to maintain the family's dignity.

He had been completely outmaneuvered.
By the very boy he thought he had under control.

*Fine, do as you please. But the moment your actions cause even the slightest damage to the family's honor...*

I'll tear you limb from limb and hang you on the castle walls.

After all, from this moment on, you're no longer part of our family.

***

"...If you hear from him later, report to me immediately."

"Yes, I will do so."

"...Nothing goes right!"

SLAM—

As the old door closed forcefully, a deep sigh could be heard.

A sigh from the lips of the still-beautiful silver-haired woman.

"Phew... I don't think he suspected anything."

Finally releasing the tension she had been holding in her body,

Ella lay down on the old bed.

In truth, she knew where Jenison had gone.

Jenison himself had told her before leaving the family.

*Hmph, after giving such orders to the young master, what do you think you're doing now?*

However, she deliberately chose not to mention this fact.

She disliked the Duke just as much as Jenison did.

"Well then! I should quickly look for another job elsewhere!"

So that she could follow the young master, who was like family to her.

***

"...Brother left?"

After the Duke slammed the door shut and returned to his room,

A head of glossy black hair that had been hiding inside emerged.

Along with ruby-like beautiful eyes.

"...I need to find him."

Tap, tap, tap, tap—

And so another set of footsteps departed down the corridor.

***

After leaving the family, I headed straight to the Academy.

I needed at least a basic place to stay for my future.

*Once I return to the Academy, the first things I need to do are...*

I must have been too deep in thought, as I quickly arrived at the Director's office.

A silver handle attached to a large brown wooden door.

I lowered the handle, opened the door, and the first thing I noticed was the pile of documents inside.

Then the desk with its back to the large window.

The sofas and table in the center, apparently for receiving guests.

And a woman diligently organizing documents.

All the women I had seen until now were exceptionally beautiful.

Women like Aria, Rianna, and Ella were beauties throughout my entire life.

But I couldn't deny that the woman before my eyes was equally beautiful.

Unlike Aria's black hair, she had platinum blonde hair with a subtle golden tint.

A slender figure with prominent chest and hips to prove it.

Her black formal suit enhanced her beauty even more,

And finally, her skill as one of only five 9th-circle mages in the Empire.

The phrase "beauty with both brains and brawn" perfectly described her.

She seemed to notice me and stood up, leaving the pile of documents behind,

Slowly approaching to sit on the sofa.

"Please sit down. It seems you've come with something to discuss."

I silently walked to the sofa across from her and sat down.

She took a sip of tea that had appeared from somewhere and began to speak.

"What brings you here, Student Jenison?"

Ch.7 - 50 Days
I thought carefully about what I would do after leaving the family.

Currently, all I had was 50 gold coins.

Since half a year's tuition at the Academy was 30 gold coins, it certainly wasn't a small amount—rather, it was an enormous sum.

*About five million won, perhaps...?*

However, I'd need to use almost half of it for living expenses, and buying a new house with the remaining gold coins was completely unrealistic, so I needed to come up with a plan.

If I went out on the streets in this state, it was obvious I'd starve to death before long.

The solution to this problem was none other than the Academy—specifically, its dormitory system.

The Academy's dormitories varied according to social status.

Basically, the commoners' dormitories were just ordinary household-level accommodations, while the nobles' dormitories cost much more but provided services worth that expensive price.

Unlimited food refills were standard, various luxury furniture welcomed the users, and many Academy facilities could be used free of charge.

Well, they also assigned servants, but it would be fair to say that hardly any students actually ordered them around. The students using those dormitories already had their own servants following them around.

*If I were my former self, I would have naturally gone to the more luxurious place, but...*

Now I was practically penniless. Besides, I had no means to earn money at the moment.

That left the dormitories mainly used by commoners—facilities that might be somewhat inferior but didn't charge any fees.

It was a place perfectly suited for me now.

Besides, the nobles' dormitories felt too burdensome for me anyway.

That's why I came to the director's office—to request a dormitory transfer.

Of course, there was certainly a normal procedure, but if I followed that route, I would have had to wait at least several more days.

In that case, I would have had to waste more money.

I didn't want to waste any more of my already limited funds.

Besides, there was no reason not to go to a dormitory that provided free room and board.

"Director, I'd like to move to the regular dormitory."

Her poker face, which she had maintained consistently, was completely shattered by my single statement, and I could feel a subtle thrill from that.

If nothing else, making her expression change was truly no easy feat.

"...I apologize. Honestly, that was completely unexpected."

She restored her brow to its original position, gently set down the teacup she had been drinking from until just now, and looked at me with narrowed eyes.

"I need a proper reason. We can't allow you to harass innocent commoner students."

The mana emanating from her body naturally made the surrounding air heavier, pressing down on my body as well, and I struggled to open my mouth amid the suddenly increased pressure.

I had no intention of harming the Academy; rather, I wanted to coexist with it for a long time, so it would be best to clear up any misunderstandings.

"You misunderstand, Director. I'm not going there deliberately to harass commoner students."

"Am I supposed to believe that? Anyone who's been bullied by you while you had your family backing you would scoff at that."

I had nothing to say. Her words hit the mark.

It was true that I had bullied many people, and it was also true that I had flaunted my family name while doing so...

*What if I tell her that I've left my family...?*

The only reason I could act the way I did at the Academy was because of my family. The Reinhardt ducal family was difficult to antagonize, even for the Academy.

They wouldn't want to stir up trouble with a mere second son, not even the eldest. That's why they had left me alone until now.

But... what if I had left my family?

The Academy would be able to impose sanctions on me without burden, and I would simply continue attending the Academy quietly with that as a condition.

A condition that I would withdraw immediately if I caused problems again.

"Director, did you know? As of today, I've left my family."

"Pfft!"

Whether it was such a surprising fact, she suddenly spat out the tea she had been drinking.

Right at me, who was sitting directly in front of her.

"I-I'm sorry, I was just so surprised..."

I continued talking while roughly wiping the tea off my clothes.

"What do you mean, you left your family...?"

"It's exactly as I said. I've left my family, so now I'm just a commoner. I believe you understand what this means, Director."

This wasn't bad news for the Director either.

She had the power to stop me no matter what I did, and the thought that she could eliminate one of the Academy's troublemakers without being influenced by my family would dominate her mind.

She seemed to ponder carefully before speaking again.

"...This is your last chance, Student Jenison. If you cause trouble even one more time..."

"...If I do?"

"You will be expelled from the Academy, and even if personal retribution follows, the Academy will respond with silence."

"Agreed."

For me, it was truly not a bad proposal.

I had no intention of acting like a Delinquent anymore anyway.

I then rose to my feet and gave her a bright smile, which she seemed to take negatively as her expression immediately soured.

"...Then I'll take that as your acceptance."

With that, the negotiation was complete, and just before leaving the director's office, I paused and asked her a question without looking back.

"Director, how many days of mandatory attendance are required at the Academy...?"

"...?? You need to attend 140 out of 190 days to complete the term and graduate, but..."

"Thank you."

"...I'll send you your room number right away."

As I was returning after finishing this negotiation of sorts, I encountered a woman.

Red eyes that only those with imperial blood could possess.

Fiery red hair that shimmered dazzlingly like burning flames.

Despite wearing the same uniform as other students, her uniform somehow looked different, and the black earrings contrasting with her white skin caught my eye.

"You..."

A woman admired and revered by everyone.

The empire's only princess, Princess Kiana, stood before me.

"It's been a while, Your Highness."

"I didn't want to see your face."

After giving such a curt reply, she glanced at where I had come from and said,

"Did you go into the director's office to bribe her to prevent your expulsion? How filthy and despicable of you."

She began making some uncontrollable misunderstanding on her own, and I was about to correct her misunderstanding but then wondered if there was any need to do so.

*Anyway, people like her don't listen to others... whatever.*

Besides, my reputation at the Academy was already in shambles, so I didn't think it necessary to explain and maintained my silence.

"...May I pass?"

"...Sure, whatever. Though I don't know how long you'll be able to attend here."

Saying that, the princess slightly moved aside to make way, and I looked at her with surprise before averting my gaze again.

Her gaze toward me was too fierce.

As if suggesting that she wasn't giving way out of goodwill, but because she didn't want to touch something dirty.

It was nothing more than a common power struggle. A power struggle where I would never yield.

*...Well, I can yield. She's still just a kid.*

I deliberately ignored her gaze as I passed by her, and at the same time, I felt the princess's gaze on me grow even more intense, but I ignored it all, rushed out of the Academy, removed all my belongings from my former dormitory, and headed straight for the regular dormitory.

It would be my home from now on.

The regular dormitory, which I had approached with high expectations, was quite dilapidated, unlike what I had imagined.

Probably because no one had entered for a long time, it had been neglected.

Since no one came in, they probably didn't bother cleaning it either.

*It's spacious... but dirty, and there's only one bed for furniture?*

The floor was made of wood, the ceiling of stone bricks, and moss was growing here and there on the stone walls.

*Well, it should be livable enough after cleaning...*

Cleaning would be difficult given the size, but that also meant there would be plenty of space for the furniture I would create.

For me, who had experienced the 21st century, creating convenient furniture was no big deal.

*Swish—*

I guess I should start with cleaning...?

***

I finished cleaning.

It was unnecessarily spacious, so it was damn hard work, but I managed to complete it somehow.

I quickly washed my body, which was covered in sweat and dust, and then decided to make some furniture.

After all, this room felt too empty.

Creating things was simple.

If I knew the structure and principles, I could create anything with Creation Magic, and since my mana capacity wasn't something to be scoffed at, I could easily make furniture.

*Now what should I do...*

Actually, although I hadn't really talked about it, I had already half-decided what to do.

*Whatever you do... I hope you reach the pinnacle...*

Reaching the pinnacle, succeeding spectacularly.

Of course, it was too burdensome a goal for me right now with nothing to my name, but I had about 50 days of time to spare, and that would be more than enough time to rebuild my body and mind.

Of course, since my body wasn't fully grown, it wouldn't be possible like before, but still... I should be able to overwhelm peers my age.

*...I should make good use of this damn talent, I guess.*

While other things might be different, becoming an alchemist was worth trying.

Unlike in the past, most alchemical knowledge was now available in books, and with Creation Magic, I had no limitations on materials.

In a way, it might be the most suitable profession for me now.

I am not who I was in the past.

"Every alchemist's dream is... creating the Philosopher's Stone or creating a sentient being, especially a human..."

And so I shut myself in that small room for a while.

For about 50 days.

Ch.8 - Crossed The Line
# Mage.

One who uses mana to twist the truth of all things and create miracles.

One who makes ordinary, hardworking people desperately wish for talent.

At an academy where only students with such talent can gather,

Among them, a girl who is currently considered the most outstanding student in elemental magic.

The disciple of the Tower Master and the eldest daughter of the Renuel Duchy, a family of mages.

Hair turned blue due to her body being modified to accept more mana.

A white robe that covers her shoulders and barely avoids dragging on the floor.

A girl with an average height of 167cm and a proportionally developed figure.

Isabella von Renuel was currently in a very bad mood.

The reason was none other than her former fiancé, the academy's number one troublemaker and the disgrace of the Reinhardt family.

No, since he had left his family, he would no longer be called the disgrace of the Reinhardt family.

It was because of Jenison.

She, Jenison, Aria, and Allen could all be considered childhood friends,

And she knew that their engagement had been arranged for the exchange and future of their duchies.

It was an engagement with absolutely no consent between the parties involved,

But Isabella actually liked the engagement.

Because she had feelings for Allen.

If the four great families were connected through engagements, their power would increase,

And she thought it was an opportunity to be together without having to do embarrassing things like confessions.

Yes, if only her fiancé had been Allen and not his younger brother Jenison.

"..Sigh."

She hadn't liked Jenison from the first time she saw him.

Unlike his older brother Allen, he had a frail body, and unlike his younger sister Aria, he didn't seem particularly intelligent.

He looked like nothing more than a defective product created by combining only half of each of them.

And yet, to be engaged to someone like that.

She was the eldest daughter who had to support one of the four great families,

She was the person who had to be the pillar of her family, and naturally thought that her husband should possess equivalent strength and dignity.

But why was Jenison chosen instead of the eldest son, Allen?

"..I really can't stand the sight of him."

No matter how much trouble he caused at the academy, because he was still the son of a duke,

He continued to escape punishment,

And she despised his behavior so much that she continued to ignore him.

Someone who wielded power recklessly and avoided responsibility for it was,

In her opinion, the worst kind of person.

She didn't care if complaints were filed against her for this behavior.

After all, she was stronger than him anyway.

If he tried to threaten her for ignoring him, she could simply crush him and be done with it.

So she continued to ignore him,

And thought that our relationship would never change from this point.

Until he stopped showing up at the academy altogether.

"That person hasn't been around lately?"

Until now, even though she didn't want to run into him, they had to meet because they were in the same class.

She had never gone this long without seeing him before,

And she thought that he had finally left the academy.

If that wasn't the case, there was no way no one would have seen him for so long.

"He's finally gone, really...!!"

Then one day, a letter arrived for her.

The contents of the letter were as follows:

Since his son Jenison had left the family, the engagement with the Renuel Duchy had to be broken off.

It asked for understanding in this matter and promised to provide appropriate compensation.

"..He left his family?"

This was an action that the person she knew would never have taken,

So out of curiosity, she tracked his whereabouts,

And soon discovered that he was still staying at the academy,

And when she asked a professor, she was told that he had moved to the regular dormitory and was refusing to attend classes for some reason.

With the additional information that if his absence continued, he might be held back a year.

The fact that she might never have to see his face again was good news,

But on the other hand, she became curious about what he was planning that made him refuse to attend classes.

After all, a mage is one who explores the unknown.

"I don't really need to go looking for him... but if I run into him, should I ask?"

With that thought, she entered the training grounds to practice magic today as well.

***

Bright and dazzling.
Emotions I haven't felt in a very long time.

These were the emotions I felt as soon as I opened the door to my dormitory,

And looking around my room, it was filled with traces I had left behind.

Traces of various spells I had used, like daily magic and basic magic,

Circuits of various shapes,

Small explosion marks from failed experiments and various cracks,

And stains created by the sweat I had shed while training my body filled the room,

And various scars had been engraved on my body as well.

Torn, gouged, with calluses covering my entire body,

And my once beautiful hands had become covered in scars.

'Well, I did train rather half-heartedly before.'

Blaming my past self who had planned to live lazily just because I was born into a ducal family,

I immediately started packing my things again,

And began to think about what I should do first when I go outside.

'Attendance... I should check in first... As for clothes, I don't really need to change.'

The academy basically recommends uniforms but doesn't strictly enforce them.

As long as my attire doesn't inconvenience students or professors.

Since my clothes were still the same ones I had worn from my family home, there was no need to change them, but

"Clean"

Still, it would be inappropriate to attend class covered in sweat and various unidentifiable liquids,

So I immediately used the daily magic spell, Clean, to cleanse my body,

And instantly, all the unpleasant fluids that had dried on my clothes began to disappear.

'Daily magic is certainly convenient once you learn it...'

I briefly looked at my now neat and clean appearance in the mirror,

And in the mirror stood a young man with black hair and black eyes.

'No matter how I look at it, I'm pretty delicate-looking, but with a body full of scars... it doesn't suit me.'

Still, I was fortunate to have one of the better faces in all my lives so far.

Is it because Sariel and the Duke's genes were superior?

'..Honestly, I didn't want to resemble the Duke.'

With such idle thoughts, I changed my direction,

And finally, after about fifty days, I was able to step outside.

***

"Hey... isn't that Jenison??"

"Ugh... wasn't that thug expelled...?"

"The class is going to be chaotic again for a while."

"No, I heard he was kicked out of his family??"

"What? So he's a commoner now?"

As expected,

As soon as I entered the classroom, I could hear students murmuring and whispering,

And I went straight to the corner seat without giving them any attention.

The reaction was less intense than I had expected.

By now, I thought the rumor that I had become a commoner would have spread completely.

I sat down at my desk with my head down, relieved that no one had thrown anything at me,

And no one sat next to me,

While the whispers about me grew louder.

Whether it was certain that I had become a commoner,
Whether they no longer had to worry about retaliation from the ducal family.

Various threatening sounds continued to reach my ears,

But I didn't move an inch and remained seated.

I could guess too many reasons why they resented me.

Thud─

As I was sitting there with my head down,

A paper ball flew from somewhere, hit my head, and fell to the floor,

And for a moment, I was stunned by how textbook this bullying method was.

When I turned around, I noticed a group snickering,

And I barely remembered the name of a man with blonde hair and copper skin who looked like the type who would steal other people's girlfriends.

Leon Benil, the eldest son of the Benil family.

It wasn't a particularly famous family, but I remembered that it was still a count's family.

"Hehehehe..."

'..Why is he laughing in such an unpleasant way?'

I wanted to smash that snickering guy's jaw right then and there,

But I had already left my family, and he was the eldest son of a count's family,

Which meant that the very idea of me hitting him had become absurd.

'He's bullying me more decently than I expected. If it's just this much, I can endure it?'

So throughout the class, even as paper balls kept hitting my head.

Even when I was walking down the corridor and someone bumped into my shoulder or I almost tripped over something.

Even when I returned from the bathroom to find my textbooks and books missing,

And my desk covered with all sorts of slander and insults.

I didn't show any sign of complaint,

And perhaps because they weren't getting the reaction they expected,

By the time all the lectures ended, only a very small number of people remained to bully me.

'Phew... at least today is over...'

After finishing the last lecture, I went to the bathroom and was about to pack my things to leave,

But I made eye contact with the guys who were already occupying my seat.

"Oh? Heh, hey, we got caught."

"I told you we should just write a little and run."

"Ah, we could have filled it all if we had a bit more time..."

It's those guys from before.

Leon Benil and what appeared to be his lackeys.

However, Leon Benil himself was sitting quietly at my desk,

While the other guys seemed to be competing to scribble on my desk.

'When am I going to clean all that up...'

Thinking that to myself, I sighed deeply and was about to go out the back door to get a towel again,

"Hold it right there, you."

I reflexively turned around at the voice calling me,

And at that moment, a fist that had somehow reached right in front of my face struck me hard.

Smack─
Crash bang─

To explain now,

The class I belonged to was composed of students from relatively wealthy families,

And most families would go to great lengths to support their children.

After all, no parent likes to see their child getting beaten up.

What do I mean?

I'm referring to the reason why my body is currently floating in the air and rolling on the ground about three times because of that punch just now.

"A mere commoner like you... do you have a problem with this?"

I immediately wanted to snap back at that irritating voice, asking if I shouldn't have a problem,

But before saying those words, I had to remind myself of my social status once more.

He was a noble, and the son of the third highest ranking nobility at that, while I was now nothing more than a commoner.

The price a commoner pays for defying a noble was unimaginably cruel,

Knowing this, I forced myself to suppress my anger and answered him with a smiling face.

"What are you talking about? I have no complaints whatsoever."

"..Then what was the meaning of that sigh just now?"

"It was a gasp of amazement at the effort you all are kindly putting into decorating my desk."

Leon's eyes widened in surprise, and then he made an expression of disbelief,

"You, are you really the same arrogant Jenison?"

"...."

"Heh... so you were just another fool who acted up because of your family's backing."

"...."

"I hate guys like you the most. Those who can't do anything on their own but throw their weight around because of their family name."

"...."

"Where did that arrogant attitude of yours go?"

I wanted to ask if he wasn't also relying on his family name to bully me like this,

But knowing that such words wouldn't get through to him anyway,

I forced myself to maintain a friendly smile while suppressing my boiling emotions.

"I apologize. It seems I was going through an immature phase... If it doesn't offend you, I'd like to offer my apologies."

To defuse the situation, I once again took a submissive approach,

And seeing me like this, he began to smile maliciously.

"Offend me, you say..."

"...."

"Yes, you did offend me greatly, because you, a talentless fool, were always making the most noise."

"...."

"I've always hated the sight of you."

...What? So in the end, even though he hasn't personally been harmed by me,

He's saying he's going to bully me because he doesn't like the look of me?

'..What a hypocrite.'

Thinking there was no more value in dealing with him, I bowed my head to him once,

And then started to leave again to get a towel,

But then I heard something I absolutely couldn't ignore.

"Do you think you can get away with everything you've done by claiming immaturity?"

"..Haha, how could I─"

"Is that how your deceased mother taught you? I guess that's the kind of poor home education you get from commoner origins?"

That was the moment.

When I rushed at him without warning and grabbed him by the collar.

"What? You son of a bitch?"

I cursed without restraint.

Ch.9 - I Will Kill You For Sure
The eldest son of the Benil family, Leon Benil.

He was in quite a good mood right now.

All thanks to the student squirming before his eyes.

*Hehehe, to think that Jenison would be cowering before me like this...*

That arrogant Jenison.

The one who ran wild at the Academy, relying solely on his family name.

But now that's all over.

During those fifty days when he suddenly stopped showing up,

rumors had already spread throughout the Academy.

The rumor that "Jenison is no longer a Reinhardt."

*That means you're nothing but a commoner now...!!*

The Benil family was merely a count, a middle rank among the five noble ranks,

but even so, it was an insurmountably high wall for a commoner like him.

Leon had chosen Jenison as his next target.

He ordered the students who followed him to harass Jenison,

and they had no reservations since they knew Jenison had become a commoner.

Still, they were afraid at first.

Rumors were just rumors.

What if the rumor about him being expelled from his family was false?

The consequences would be unimaginable, but seeing his indifferent reaction, they realized it was true,

and that fact made them stop holding back in their harassment.

Tripping him, sticking papers on his back, bumping shoulders in the hallway, splashing water on him—

actions that might seem childish to outsiders,

but since the Academy didn't tolerate outright bullying, they needed the excuse of "accidents."

They were certain these acts would be deeply humiliating to someone who had been a noble and so arrogant.

***

It was different from what they expected.

He didn't react at all and just laughed everything off.

The insanely arrogant demeanor he had until recently was gone, replaced by a commoner who knew his place.

Leon didn't like it.

If Jenison had fought back, it would have given him a perfect reason for punishment.

Then he could have personally stepped in to make him kneel and enjoy humiliating him.

He needed to find some fault.

And finally, he found his justification.

It was close to nitpicking, but what did it matter?

It would be a problem that a commoner had sighed loudly enough for nobles to hear.

Even after being struck so satisfyingly, Jenison just smiled. And I laughed inside too.

*What can you do?... Hehe... I'm a noble and you're just a commoner.*

Thinking this, he thoroughly insulted Jenison's mother, who was of commoner birth, and rejoiced.

That's when he finally got the reaction he'd been waiting for.

***

He crossed the line.

I could tolerate being targeted myself.

It wasn't what I wanted, but it was my fault for having acted that way before.

It was my karma, so I could willingly bear it.

But when they targeted other people, that was different.

Especially my mother, Sariel.

My mother who spent almost her entire life confined to bed, living in pain.

Yet she always showed me only her smiling face and treated me with kindness.

A woman who lived proudly despite the sharp gazes around her.

My only family. And he insulted her right in front of me.

How could I not see red?

"W-what?"

He looked quite flustered, but I wasn't in a state to care about that.
I was now filled with unprecedented murderous intent,

and immediately found a legal way to kill him.

I promptly removed the glove from my left hand and threw it at his face.

"I, Jenison, challenge you, Leon Benil, to a Duel of Honor."

The surroundings instantly buzzed with whispers.

Duel of Honor.

It was the only officially recognized form of killing permitted by the Empire.

The Empire allowed this life-or-death contest because for nobles, honor was more important than life itself, giving them the right to decide the fate of those who tarnished it.

But there was one flaw in this situation.

"Do you think I'm a fool? You're a commoner now. The Duel of Honor is a right between nobles. Do you think I'd grant a duel over the tarnished honor of a mere commoner like you?"

Yes, that was it.

Honor was exclusively for nobles.

As Leon said, Jenison was a commoner, so he had no proper justification.

That should have been the case.

"You seem to misunderstand something, Leon Benil. I'm not challenging you to a Duel of Honor to reclaim my own honor."

It was for my mother's honor, eldest son of Benil.

At those words, Leon had no choice but to shut his mouth.

His weak point had been struck.

While it was a clear fact that my mother was of commoner birth, her status was that of a duchess.

She was still a duchess when she passed away.

So naturally, insulting his mother could be sufficient justification, and Jenison didn't miss the opportunity to catch him off guard.

"Accept it, Leon Benil. If you have a brain, you know what it means to flee from this duel."

Running away from a Duel of Honor was equivalent to admitting you had no honor.

In noble society, losing honor meant the decline of your family's prestige and reputation in social circles,

which would certainly be a significant blow to someone on the elite track in Class A.

But Leon was confident.

"I don't know what gives you such confidence."

"..."

"As far as I know, your combat ability is so weak it's a mystery how you even got into Class A."

That was true.

Most students knew through the grapevine that Jenison had entered Class A thanks to his ducal family's influence,

because his combat abilities were pathetically weak.

Naturally, when a weak person acts arrogant and shows off, no one would view them favorably,

and this was one of the reasons why Leon Benil was bullying Jenison now.

"That's for me to worry about. You won't avoid the duel challenge, will you?"

"Heheh. Of course not. Why would I pass up an opportunity to play with you as I please?"

And so, a storm began to brew at the Academy.

***

"Why don't you surrender now, Jenison? If you do, I might spare you with just broken limbs."

Seeing him grin as he said that made me sick to my stomach.

I will definitely kill him.

I'll splatter his blood everywhere and burn his flesh, leaving no trace.

I won't stop until he begs for death with his own mouth.

With that resolve, I entered Training Ground 1 carrying my bag.

The area was filled with students.

From seniors who came to ensure the safety of the duel,

to students who simply gathered to watch this fight.

Above all, most wanted to see someone with my bad reputation being utterly defeated by the son of the Leon family.

Thinking this, I slowly tread across the dirt floor of the training ground.

"What are you doing? Aren't you going to use a proper weapon?"

He was referring to the bag in my hand.

Indeed, his weapon appeared to be a fine sword.

His mana characteristic, which had shown strong combat potential since childhood, was "Fighting Spirit."

As long as he didn't give up, his mana would continue to flow,

which meant he could maintain both the mana in his sword and his physical enhancements continuously.

Thanks to this trait, he was among the strong ones, maintaining a middle-ranking position even within Class A.

Certainly, compared to his talent, mine was incredibly meager.

My swordsmanship skills would rank among the lowest at the Academy.

Yet I was confident I could win.

I hadn't locked myself in my room for fifty days after such humiliation just to survive at the Academy.

If I couldn't even beat a local nobody, I wouldn't be able to show my face anywhere.

*It's not impossible to fight with this talent. It might even be superior to others.*

Of course, applying this method required insane mental fortitude.

Besides, this was a contest where killing was allowed.

Unlike sparring or martial competitions, things were different in a sanctioned death match.

The first technique I ever learned was how to kill people all too easily.

Killing him wouldn't harm my family either.

With no restrictions, there was no reason to hold back.

"I will now begin the Duel of Honor between Leon Benil and Student Jenison."

The one explaining the rules of victory and defeat before me is Professor Oliver, the teacher in charge of Class B.

A professor had to be invited to ensure the safety of the students watching the duel.

Honestly, I'd find it easier to just kill him.

"...and this is my wish, but please try not to kill each other if possible."

Indeed, they say there are no bad people among bald men.

Perhaps the light reflecting off his head represents a halo.

"Fool, this is your last chance. If you kneel down and beg like a dog now, I have no reason not to spare you."

I smile sweetly at his words and flash a mountain-shaped hand sign.

"Stop flapping your gums and come at me already."

As soon as I finish speaking, his face turns red, which is quite satisfying.

"Don't regret this..."

Even his final line sounds like a third-rate villain.

With the sound signaling the start of the duel, we charged at each other.

Ch.10 - Successful?
Beep—

With the signal announcing the start of the battle, Leon's figure quickly approached me.

Along with him came a slash, cutting from the upper right to the lower left.

I rolled to barely dodge it, created a one-handed sword, and charged.

I tried to execute a horizontal slash, but Leon had already taken a defensive stance and blocked it.

At the same time, pain began to spread through my abdomen.

While blocking my attack, Leon's foot had struck my stomach directly.

I rolled twice before managing to stand up, only to face another incoming slash.

I somehow created a shield and barely blocked it, but being hastily created, it immediately shattered.

"Is that all you've got?"

"..."

"Well, I suppose you wouldn't have anything else to hide. Did you just waste fifty days locked in your room doing nothing after becoming a commoner?"

As he charged at me again with his arrogant words, I continued to retreat while creating and throwing daggers and hand axes.

Unfortunately, Leon was a skilled fighter who maintained a mid-tier position even within Class A.

And those achievements were earned with his sword.

Clang clang clang—

Like deflecting arrows, he knocked away all my projectiles while steadily closing the distance.

His appearance made me feel like I was facing a battle-hardened veteran.

"How pathetic. Are you really a student of Class A?"

If I had my original body, it would have been obvious that I could win in close combat against him right now.

Unfortunately, my current body had only been trained for fifty days.

The intensity of training was completely different from his—he had been conditioning his body as a knight candidate since birth.

'For now... I'll retreat.'

And so the chase continued.

I kept throwing things at Leon while running away, but eventually, there was bound to be a difference in stamina.

As I said, he was someone who had trained intensely to become a knight.

I had only been training for fifty days.

"What's wrong?! Tired already?!"

One might think it was just about stamina, but I was feeling the difference more than anyone else.

After all, stamina is the most important thing in combat.

Moreover, I was currently running low on mana from continuously creating projectiles.

Meanwhile, he was simply running with pure physical ability, so he had no reason to use mana.

'This isn't going to work...'

Of course, I didn't expect him to tire easily, but I hadn't anticipated he would be this persistent.

Realizing this wasn't working, I stopped dodging around.

At this rate, I'd just be wasting precious stamina.

"Haha!! Have you run out of stamina already?!"

Leon charged at me with his arrogant words.

Thinking this was his chance, his sword was now infused with a bit of mana.

In his eyes, I could see a burning desire to teach me a lesson.

"What a coincidence, I feel the same way."

"What are you mumbling... guhk!!"

Thud—

I drove my fist straight into his Adam's apple as he charged,

And narrowly deflected his incoming blade to the side.

A perfect counter-attack that used his own momentum against him.

Moreover, I hit his Adam's apple, causing respiratory distress.

"Guhk... cough cough..."

Unable to breathe properly, he collapsed to the ground.

Seeing him dry heave was quite satisfying.

"You... insolent brat...!!"

"I wonder who's calling whom a brat."

It was true that close combat was relatively disadvantageous for me,

But I wasn't so inexperienced that I couldn't handle one angry, excited opponent.

If I couldn't deal with a kid like this, I wouldn't have survived this long.

"I've seen plenty of guys like you before."

***

He had won.
He was certain of victory.

That's what Leon thought.

Just as most people don't even consider the possibility of losing,

He too hadn't even contemplated defeat.

'As if I could lose to someone like him... heh.'

His opponent was Jenison.

A fool known as the disgrace of the ducal family,

A moron who tarnished Class A's honor by relying solely on his family name without any ability or skill.

He thought there was no way he could lose to such a person, having trained since childhood.

After all, Jenison's swordsmanship and magic skills had always been inferior to his own.

Thud—

"Guaahk..."

But that thought began to fade as soon as he stepped onto the training ground.

Thud—

Human thoughts are powerless in the face of pain.

Crack—

As his thoughts clouded, his reason disappeared, and his body lost control, moving wildly.

Crack—

And skilled assassins never miss such small openings.

"Guhaahk...!!"

Leon Benil flew backward with pain that felt like every bone in his body was breaking.

Except for his morning training, he had grown up sheltered within the walls of his count's family.

He had never experienced this level of pain before.

And so, a profound fear began to settle in his mind.

Fear of pain and physical impairment.

"Get up."

Hearing the voice calling him, Leon Benil raised his head.

Before him was a pair of black eyes looking down at him.

Chilling black eyes reminiscent of an abyss.

"You... bastard, you were hiding your strength...!!"

"Oh? You still have enough presence of mind to wonder about that?"

I must have gotten quite rusty.

With those puzzling words, the fists came down again.

Though it was incredibly painful, Leon gritted his teeth and desperately swung his sword.

He couldn't accept losing to someone like this.

Seeing Jenison's body cut in various places by his sword, Leon smiled faintly, thinking the trash was still trash after all.

"H-how...!!"

But he soon shouted in confusion at the sight before him.

"What's the problem, third-rate swordsman?"

Although Leon's sword was clearly stained with blood,

Not a single drop of blood was coming from Jenison's body.

***

"H-how."

"What are you talking about?"

"You bastard, what trick did you use?!"

He pointed at my torn clothes and shouted loudly.

Well, it's understandable that he'd be surprised.

He must have felt the sensation of cutting flesh.

In this world, there are no separate methods for healing wounds.

Without modern amenities or scientific technology, treating wounds in this world often only makes them worse.

In this world, there are only two ways to treat wounds without worsening a patient's condition,

And only one method that can be performed without any preparation.

"D-don't tell me you know how to use holy power!!"

Holy magic.

Using the power of the gods, which I'm now somewhat sick of.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

But there's no way I would know how to use such a thing.

After all, there's probably no one who hates the gods as much as I do.

"Don't lie!! Do you think my eyes are—"

"I created it."

"W-what?"

"I said I created it."

Even after giving him the answer, he widened his eyes and raised one corner of his mouth.

Well, he probably thinks it's an absurd statement.

That's a natural reaction.

While creation magic sounds like it can make anything, the reality is a bit different.

You need to understand the principles and composition of what you want to create in detail for it to be possible.

On top of that, it consumes mana, so it's naturally considered one of the magics unsuitable for combat.

'But that depends on who's using it.'

I've lived much longer than what others might think.

In the 21st century, I lived as a science major college student,

And afterward, I even became a scientist conducting human experiments.

So naturally, I became knowledgeable about the human body.

Of course, it's natural that some knowledge has been forgotten after such a long time,

But I've had considerable time recently.

About fifty days, to be exact.

That's enough time to study the human body again,

And if there was something I didn't know, I could just examine my own body.

Since I heal quickly anyway, if I thought I might fix something wrong, I could just make a potion and apply it.

For someone like me who had endured torture training, self-harm was a very simple matter.

"You... bastard...!! You're just a half-wit who was kicked out of his family...!!"

"I don't want to hear any more."

Not wanting to listen to the nonsense of someone who couldn't even stand properly, I snapped my fingers once,

And with that simple signal, a large magic circle I had drawn on the ground responded.

The magic circle I had drawn with my toes while retreating, along with the countless daggers I had thrown.

"W-what is this...!!"

Ignoring his confused exclamation,

I immediately picked up the bag I had brought before entering the training ground and opened it.

"What's that...?"

Soon, something fell out with a thud.

Five scrolls with circuits I had drawn on paper myself.

"What the hell are you trying to do...!!"

Rip—

The first one I tore was the [Weight] scroll, which increases weight.

Leon's body faltered momentarily before his knees buckled.

"W-what is this... ugh."

Seeing him still somehow enduring, I quickly tore the [Anti-gravity] scroll next,

And simultaneously, all the hand axes and daggers I had thrown at Leon during the chase began to float in the air.

Leon's eyes widened at the impossible sight.

He tried to stand up but cast a resentful glance at his knees that wouldn't straighten.

I then tore the [Bestow: Dispel] scroll.

Magical tools—instruments that contain magic within them.

All the daggers and hand axes currently in the air became magical tools that ignored all magic,

And I smiled at the sight before tearing the [Reinforcement] scroll once more.

Clang clang clang—
The sound of blades being sharpened echoed,

And the blades that had been dulled from rolling and hitting the dirt ground were restored and became even sharper.

"W-what are you trying to do?!"

"You're noisy... can't you just die quietly?"

Savoring the fearful gaze of the guy who was terrified by the self-sharpening blades,

I tore the final scroll, the [Mana] scroll.

I could feel the mana that had been depleted from creating various projectiles being restored.

Yes, enough to infuse into this massive magic circle beneath my feet.

Then I placed my hand on the ground to activate the magic circle.

Everyone present probably understood the effect of this magic circle immediately.

Because as soon as I injected mana, dozens of floating daggers and hand axes flew toward his head.

The effect of the magic circle I activated was [Tracking].

And the target was... his head.

"W-wait...!! Let's talk this out...!!"

"Die, Leon Benil."

A rain of blades swept through the Academy.

***

A shower of blades dominating the battlefield,

The overwhelming sight of hostility reminiscent of a war zone made everyone present tremble with fear.

In that moment, only one person moved.

Professor Oliver, worried that Leon Benil would die right there.

'If I don't stop this, Student Leon will surely die!!'

He rushed into the training ground,

But the hand axes and daggers were already rushing toward Leon at high speed.

Instinctively sensing he couldn't block them, he sank to his knees in helplessness.

Ting!! Ting! Ting!

'Ting?'

Until he heard the sound coming from within the smoke caused by the impact.

Suddenly, a gust of wind swept through the training ground,

And with it, all the thick smoke disappeared.

What was visible in the training ground was:

Jenison with an expression dominated by irritation, radiating killing intent,

Leon who had fallen backward from the increased gravity, soiling himself and trembling,

And a woman standing beautifully with her brilliant platinum hair fluttering.

The director of this Academy and one of the Empire's top mages.

It was Ruine Descartes.

Ch.11 - This Is Fucked Up
"...What are you doing, Director?"

"First, I apologize for interfering in the Duel of Honor, Student Jenison."

*Crunch—*

"...I don't care about that. I asked what you're doing...!"

An uncontrollable killing intent rises from my body.

Sensing it, some students back away hesitantly, while some professors protest about my disrespect toward the Director.

Of course, some students who couldn't contain their thoughts also showed anger toward me, but...

"How dare you speak to the Director like that!!"

*Thwack!!*

I silenced them by throwing hand axes and daggers near their faces or at their feet.

Those who seemed to have some sense quickly backed down after understanding my intention.

I turned back to face the Director again.

"Don't worry. This duel is your victory."

"..."

"If I hadn't stopped it, Leon would certainly have died."

"That's not the issue. Why did you save him?"

Despite my killing intent, she maintained her expressionless face, but her expression then was definitely something I'd never seen before.

"Is it a problem that I saved a student of my Academy from dying?"

A bitter smile—what I saw on her face was definitely a bitter smile.

A bitter smile that said she didn't want to do this either.

It was absurd.

There was no way she didn't know that a Duel of Honor permitted killing.

Even commoners in this empire knew that Duels of Honor were spectacles where death was allowed.

Let me think again.

There would be no reason to interfere in a Duel of Honor for such a trivial excuse.

This was a match concerning honor, something considered more important than life among nobles.

Interfering in such a match meant risking one's own life.

*No matter how I think about it, there's no reason for the Director to step in...*

It's not like Duels of Honor had never happened at the Academy before.

In fact, they occurred quite frequently, as this was one of the places where nobles gathered most.

And not once had the Director ever stepped in to stop them.

"So why are you personally intervening this time?"

"..."

And specifically now, when I was about to kill this guy named Leon.

As I radiated killing intent, I accelerated my thoughts for a moment.

Then a thought crossed my mind.

"Director..."

"Yes?"

"How much did the Benil family offer you to do this?"

"..."

Whether I hit the mark or not, she remained silent.

The Academy was uniquely a private institution, not an imperial one.

That meant it operated without imperial support, relying solely on student tuition.

As a result, the Academy was in a position similar to a merchant guild that only had expenses without income.

So the Academy inevitably adopted a system:

They began accepting donations from noble families in exchange for providing benefits to their children—essentially accepting bribes.

If that's the case, then trying to save Leon Benil makes some sense.

The current Director seemed to disapprove of such practices, making it difficult for professors to openly provide benefits, but...

If the Benil family had offered enough money, it would be possible.

*If not that, then the Director must have been compromised somehow...*

But that seemed unlikely for someone like her.

Even if someone had leverage over her, she could just kill them and be done with it.

Why go to such lengths to accommodate someone?

With her reputation as an Imperial 9th Circle Mage, she could simply make someone disappear without a trace.

"If you have your suspicions... I'm sorry, but let's end this here."

"No."

"Pardon?"

"That bastard insulted my mother."

As I finished speaking, I created more hand axes and daggers.

"Dispel."

With magic-breaking enchanted weapons, I could surely pierce through her shield, even if she was a 9th Circle Mage.

No matter how powerful she was, she would be helpless against weapons that could break through magic itself.

Thinking this, I slowly moved forward.

Besides, she likely couldn't attack me.

She had just claimed she intervened to save a student of her Academy.

Since I was also a student of that Academy, attacking me now would undermine her own justification.

Especially in front of all these people.

"...Indeed, that's not something I can argue with."

"If you understand, then—"

"However, I cannot back down either..."

She suddenly dispelled all the magic she had deployed around me, then brushed the dirt off her clothes and looked at me again.

"I have a proposal for you, Student Jenison."

"...?"

"I'll open the Academy's treasure vault to you."

At that moment, everyone except me stood with their mouths agape.

Opening the treasure vault, which contained all the Academy's collected treasures, to a mere student—everyone present knew how absurd that was.

Amid the stunned silence, my response was...

"Don't fuck with me."

A clear and absolute rejection.

The man who insulted my mother was right in front of me.

And she wanted me to accept just one treasure and call it even?

I knew my language was inappropriate, but this was something I absolutely could not compromise on.

I threw countless blades.

Literally dozens of blades flew toward Leon, who was hiding behind her.

*Ting—*
*Tiding—*

But what I heard wasn't the sound of flesh being torn, just the sound of impacts.

"...What are you doing?"

"You won't accept my proposal?"

"I said I refused...didn't I?!"

After that, I continued creating and throwing weapons wildly at Leon.

But amazingly, she deflected all of them.

Even though they were all daggers and hand axes with Dispel enchantments.

*Ting—*
*Tiding—*

"It's not a bad offer for a student."

"It is a bad offer. Extremely bad."

"...If you insist, then I have no choice."

She said, gathering magical power in her body.

It seemed more like she was showing off her power rather than trying to subdue me.

As if she didn't really want to fight me.

"I can only offer my sincere apologies to you."

"...Bullshit."

"I will ensure that student receives appropriate punishment."

Appropriate punishment?

He would have died here anyway.

What appropriate punishment could there be for someone like him?

In any case, he was the heir of the Benil family.

I couldn't seek personal revenge after this Duel of Honor ended.

If I did, I would have to face not just Leon Benil but the entire Benil family.

No family would stand idle when their heir was humiliated by a commoner.

*If only that bastard had been an illegitimate child...*

Things wouldn't have escalated this far.

A family wouldn't mobilize to protect a bastard.

And the Director wouldn't be openly shielding him like this.

"Haah..."

As the situation seemed to grow increasingly complicated, sighs kept escaping from my mouth.

Taking advantage of this, the Director tried to persuade me once more, dispelling the incredibly dense mana barrier.

"Student Jenison, please reconsider—?!"

"Now."

Yes, this was my only chance.

When that ridiculous mana barrier disappeared.

When the noble Director, thinking she could stop me anytime, let her guard down.

I had to end that bastard's life now.

If I didn't take him out here, there would surely be no more opportunities.

*People around probably realize I've changed now... and if that happens...!!*

It was obvious that no one would easily challenge me again.

Challenging someone to a Duel of Honor over a mere commoner being annoying was too risky.

It meant risking one's life just to remove an irritant.

That bastard probably underestimated me too much...

But at least opportunities like this wouldn't come often in the future.

"So... now, I have to kill that bastard no matter—"

"I apologize."

*Boom—*

*...She didn't... let her guard down?*

Fuck this shit.

Some people are born without any talent and end up like this.

*Swoosh—*

With that silent complaint, my vision faded to black.

***

"Director, are you alright?"

"Yes, please send everyone to the infirmary."

"Even... Student Jenison?"

"Yes, is there a problem?"

"That guy dared to behave that way toward you, Director?!"

If you just say the word, I'll...!!

The plump male professor was probably planning to use this opportunity to impress the Director, but...

Unfortunately, the Director didn't listen to the rest of what he had to say.

"That student is not to be touched either."

"W-what?!"

"I don't repeat myself. I'll be going in first."

It wasn't the reaction they expected.

They surely thought she would do something to him immediately.

After all, she had never tolerated disrespect.

"Well... if the Director says so..."

"Let's just not touch him directly."

"As long as we're not openly messing with him..."

They just thought it was a whim.

Mages are known for being capricious.

They always act unpredictably.

They assumed this was just another such instance.

"...Are you listening? I kept our contract."

[...!]

"...meet and... talk."

Without hearing the very quietly whispered voice,

They just thought that way.

Ch.12 - You Call This A Reward?
"...fuck."

Seeing the unfamiliar ceiling, I could guess how that duel had ended.

And at the same time, a curse involuntarily escaped my lips.

Because I would have to continue seeing that guy's face from now on.

That damn bastard who insulted my mother, Leon Benil.

"...I should have downed a drink before coming here."

I tossed aside the blanket covering my body and immediately sat up, and right away, all sorts of medicinal smells assaulted my nose.

"...the infirmary?"

"You know it, huh?"

Unlike other professors, this one wore a white coat—Professor Fred, who was in charge of the infirmary.

Of course I knew. I'd been here quite a few times myself.

"Well... you know why you're here, right?"

"...Yes."

"There's nothing seriously wrong with your body. I just treated some bruises."

"..."

"The Director asked you to visit her when you woke up. Go on."

What the hell.

Knocking someone unconscious and then asking them to come see you.

I could feel my opinion of her plummeting in my mind.

"...shit."

"Are you cursing at the Director? I didn't take you for someone so brazen."

"...I'll go see her."

"Good~"

If there was one good thing, it was the way people looked at me now.

The eyes that had followed me with hatred and contempt for six years now showed glimpses of fear and terror.

Of course, I wasn't used to that kind of attention either, but it was much more comfortable than receiving pure disgust.

"...ugh, fuck."

I'm not usually someone who curses this much.

After getting ready, I left the infirmary and headed straight for the Director's office.

Since I'd been there before, I could find it without wandering around.

"Welcome. I've been waiting for you."

"...Where is Leon?"

Crunch—
Crunch—

I'd been grinding my teeth so much on the way here that they barely ground anymore.

If I could have just done something to that bastard, this wouldn't have happened.

"I've suspended him. He won't be back for a while."

"...Ha, you stop me from killing him and all you do is suspend him?"

As I was about to grab a dagger and rush out, some transparent force began to restrain my legs, and I instinctively knew it was the Director's power.

"You're quite hasty. Why don't you sit down and have a conversation first?"

"...Let me go."

"There's no justification left for you anyway."

You of all people should know that, right?

For a moment, I almost lost control and lunged at her.

You're the one who ruined my chance and justification, and now you say that...!

"...How about we resolve this through conversation?"

"Haah..."

"What would you like to drink? I have black tea, coffee."

"...Coffee, please."

As soon as I finished speaking, the Director snapped her fingers, and instantly, a freshly brewed, steaming hot cup of coffee floated toward me.

"There's no poison, so feel free to drink it."

"...Is that supposed to be a joke?"

"I apologize if it wasn't funny."

"...Hah, what do you want to say?"

I sighed softly and sat down right in front of the Director.

As if she had been waiting for this, she held something out to me.

"I said I would open the treasure vault for you, didn't I?"

"...Yes, and I clearly asked for that bastard's life in return."

"...Haha."

The Director laughed awkwardly.

It was an answer clearly intended to avoid responding.

What was so special about the Benil family that made the Director act this way?

Even to the point of interfering in a Duel of Honor?

"...It's not like she's being blackmailed."

There's no way a 9th Circle mage couldn't handle something as trivial as blackmail.

"...Is it because of donations?"

"...I'd appreciate if you could keep your muttering to yourself."

"..."

"Anyway, after examining the treasure vault... I thought this would suit you best."

"...?"

Between her delicate fingers was a small black cubic object, emitting an ominous feeling as if warning never to touch it.

"It's an artifact called the Cursed Clockwork."

"...How is this supposed to help me—"

"You might be able to meet your mother."

You bastard.

I immediately flipped the table in front of me and lunged forward, a hand axe somehow already in my grip.

I didn't particularly like this tool because it severely mutilated corpses, but I wasn't in the mood to care about that now.

CRACK—

As I split the table still floating in the air, my hand axe flew toward her like rain, but...

"Fighting without a professor's permission is against school rules."

It had no chance of reaching her.

My opponent was one of the greatest mages in the Empire.

"...I'll admit I misspoke, so please put away your weapon."

"...Fucking hell, really."

"Profanity is also against school rules... but I'll let it slide."

Snap—

As she snapped her fingers, the objects around us began to float in various directions, and even the table I had split in half was completely restored to its original position.

"This artifact is a magical tool that can manipulate souls..."

"..."

"Who knows, you might be able to see your mother again."

"...Are you giving this to me? Instead of that bastard's life?"

"Since this item requires special handling, I'm having some difficulty convincing the professors... but if you can prove you have the power to handle this artifact without problems..."

"Then I can certainly give it to you."

"...How am I supposed to prove my power?"

"Well... how about showing us during the midterm evaluation?"

Ding-dong-deng-dong—

I wanted to ask more questions, but unfortunately, the bell signaling the start of lectures rang at that moment, and at the Director's insistence that I should return to class since she had called me here, I had no choice but to leave the room and head back to the classroom.

"...Midterm evaluation, huh."

Of course, I was late for the lecture.

Professor Philian, who was teaching Imperial history, was furious, and I was punished with having to write down all the content of the history class and submit it for inspection.

*...She said it would be fine... damn it...*

***

At that time, one of the pillars of Imperial education.

The head of an institution that produced countless talents.

One of the few 9th Circle mages in the Empire.

Ruine Descartes was deep in thought.

*His delinquent tendencies have certainly disappeared, but...*

His eyes in the Director's office earlier were clearly less lively than before.

They somewhat resembled the eyes of people who had survived tremendous pain on the battlefield.

At the time, she had dismissed it as her imagination.

But yesterday and today, his vitality had diminished to nothing, and his once-black pupils had become cloudy, mixed with gray.

What had changed him so much? Was it alright to leave him like this?

Moreover, what concerned her even more was:

*He definitely didn't hesitate...*

His dagger and hand axe had flown directly toward Leon's head.

If she hadn't dispelled the magic and deployed a shield simultaneously, she herself might have been in danger.

It was an attack too powerful for a mere student to block.

Even though a Duel of Honor permitted killing, there's a vast difference between knowing about killing in theory and actually deciding to do it.

Yet he had aimed for the head without the slightest hesitation.

Had he perhaps become even more dangerous?

Was giving him the artifact the wrong choice?

"I hope... my decision wasn't wrong."

Praying that her choice wasn't mistaken, she spent another day buried in paperwork to adjust the midterm evaluation.

***

"I'll never trust the Director's words again."

Only after finishing all the writing and getting it checked could I return to the dormitory.

In this small room that now felt cozy, I took out the item I would study all day today.

The artifact I received from the Director.

[Cursed Clockwork]

You can't use an artifact right away just because you've obtained it.

All artifacts impose a trial called Assimilation on those who try to use them.

Artifacts are created from the desires of their former owners or users.

Unfulfilled desires or grudges from when they were alive gather and give the object the ability to reflect those desires.

When something is created without giving anything in return, it violates the laws of physics, causing space to distort and dark entities to be born.

That's how Gates are formed.

This is why artifacts are only found inside Gates.

And naturally, to fulfill the desires embedded within them, they try to dominate the user, merging the past desires, grudges, and emotions with the user.

That is the trial of "Assimilation," and it's also why there are so few artifact users.

"Since it can manipulate souls... it must have many vengeful spirits attached to it..."

Since it wasn't uncommon for people to lose their minds while attempting Assimilation, I decided to proceed cautiously.

Besides, even if I succeeded in Assimilation, if I didn't perform well in the midterm evaluation, I'd likely have to return it.

Returning an item after successfully Assimilating with it would be too disappointing.

"If I can just get through the midterm evaluation..."

I might be able to meet my mother again.

Assuming the Director wasn't lying.

Since there was still some time before the midterm evaluation, I needed to find team members if possible.

Children my age, 17, would be classified as high school students at the Academy, so that's where the evaluation would take place.

Having teammates was better, but if they weren't people I could trust to watch my back, they weren't really necessary.

After all, I was confident in my ability to survive.

*And anyway, it's not like I have any friends.*

Ch.13 - Foreign Visitor
I woke up in my dormitory and immediately sensed someone's presence in my room.

And not just anyone—it was clearly an amateur who didn't even know how to conceal their presence.

*How did I not notice this earlier?*

Me, who has lived by reading countless people's presences and killing them?

Even if I've been neglecting my training since birth, this is still...

This is seriously concerning...

*Let me deal with the intruder first.*

Fortunately, the intruder hadn't noticed me yet.

I didn't know why they had their back turned, but just as I was about to thrust a dagger into their neck without hesitation—

"Huh?!"

A familiar face and voice hit my ears.

It was Ella.

Thankfully, I managed to stop before stabbing her neck, and not a single drop of blood was spilled.

"Y-you scared me!! Young Master!!"

"I'm sorry... I thought you were an intruder..."

"Even so, how could you put a knife to someone's neck without even checking who it was?!"

And so, not only did I wake up earlier than usual, but I also had to endure Ella's storm of scolding.

...Wait, isn't the real issue that she entered my room without permission?

"By the way, Ella. How did you get in here? I'm sure I locked the door..."

"With a key, of course."

"...And where did you get the key?"

"I explained the situation to the Director, and she gave it to me!"

"What did you tell her...?"

Ella had certainly come with me to the Academy as my attendant.

So while she wasn't a student, she did have access to the Academy grounds.

But all dormitories at the Academy are divided into men's and women's sections.

And it's against school rules for someone to enter the dormitory of the opposite sex.

That strict Director allowed someone to enter the dormitory of the opposite sex?

"She just gave me the key when I told her there was no one to take care of you. She seems like a nice person!"

"..."

...No, that can't be right.

Anyone else, maybe, but not the Director.

She was the one who enforced the school rules most strictly in this Academy.

"Ella. You're a servant of the Duke's family..."

"Not anymore!"

"...What I mean is, leaving your duties as you please brings trouble to the Duke's family..."

"...Well, about that."

"And didn't I tell you to come find me only after you had secured another job and some financial stability?"

"I've already taken care of all that! Despite how I look, I'm quite popular as a hard worker at the shops around here!"

"...Is that so?"

"And the Duke's family was already expecting me to leave when you left..."

"...Why?"

"Because we're family!"

...Family.

Why does that simple word resonate so deeply in my heart?

I've always been alone, always lonely.

No matter how hard I tried to deny it, this was clearly the truth.

In none of my lives did I have a family.

Forget about friendships—I was lucky if I wasn't betrayed.

Having lost my ability to trust people, I had long forgotten how to maintain relationships.

So I pushed people away, again and again.

I rejected companionship with my entire being because I hated living with others.

No matter how close I got to people, they never understood me, and gradually, I stopped expecting them to understand.

I thought this feeling would never change.

But why in this life...
What makes it so special,

That there's someone who cares for me like this?

"Young Master...?"

After I remained silent for a while, Ella leaned in with a worried look and called out to me.

Seeing that, I couldn't help but smile again.

How could someone so small and fragile worry about someone like me?

Without even knowing what kind of person I really am.

Putting our long-awaited reunion aside for now, I slowly left the room to attend class.

***

Meanwhile, at the Academy, the future Grand Magician.

Isabella had one man on her mind.

The delinquent and fool of the Reinhardt family...

A man who was expelled from his family and disappeared for 50 days before recently reappearing.

Someone people would view differently if he had even basic skills, let alone talent.

She was thinking about Jenison.

Rumors about his duel yesterday had spread throughout the entire Academy.

Some said that despite being a fool, he was still worthy of Class A.

Others insulted his opponent, claiming they could have won in his place.

The common opinion was that Jenison's combat abilities had improved beyond recognition.

No one had expected him to defeat Leon.

And that magic circle at the end—

No one had thought of applying a tracking magic circle in such a way.

Typically, tracking magic was designed to follow a specific characteristic.

It wasn't created to enhance a weapon's guidance capabilities.

Of course, some people had considered such methods before...

But applying formulas to weapons was something only alchemists who specialized in magical tools could do.

And it had long been determined that creating other magical tools was far more efficient in combat than making such weapons...

*How did that man manage to do it?*

It was the first time she had seen someone actually use it in battle.

Just as she was becoming increasingly curious about what he had been doing for those 50 days,

The back door opened with a creak, and a man walked in.

Black hair, black eyes.

A face that looked more worn out than gloomy despite the dark circles under his eyes.

Jenison had entered.

All eyes focused on him, and the whispers about him grew louder.

When Professor Vector, who taught magic studies, cautioned him about being late, he apologized and sat in the farthest seat.

Well, even if he hadn't sat there, few people would have been brave enough to approach him first.

Throughout the class, Isabella watched his profile before returning her focus to the magic lesson.

As soon as the class ended, she approached him.

Why did he leave his family?

What had he been doing for 50 days?

What was the combat ability he had shown yesterday?

There were more questions than she had expected, so she needed a moment to organize her thoughts.

"Can you tell me why you left your family?"

She decided to ask what she was most curious about first.

She wondered what could have made the Duke's family, who hadn't actively restrained his behavior before, suddenly expel him.

What kind of act would provoke such a response from the Duke's family?

She thought he might take a moment before answering, but he just stared at her face and then walked past her.

*Did he... ignore me? Me?*

Feeling slightly annoyed, I blocked his path again and repeated my question.

"...Please don't ignore me and answer..."

"Ah..."

He sighed as if just now recognizing me, then spoke.

"...Were you standing there?"

His demeanor suggested he had no interest in me whatsoever.

***

*What's this? Why is she suddenly talking to me... it's disconcerting.*

She had never initiated a conversation with me before...

I didn't know why she chose this moment to speak to me, but I didn't have much time now.

My money was running out, so I needed to secure a source of income.

*It's probably nothing important. She's still not saying anything.*

After staring at her bowed head for a moment, I concluded the conversation.

"Then I'll take my leave."

"...Brother."

I looked toward the voice calling "brother" and saw Aria standing there, though I didn't know why she had come.

Brother... brother.

It felt nostalgic somehow.

The last time Aria had called me "brother" was nearly seven years ago.

*Well, it's better not to associate with her here.*

The disgraced second son who was publicly expelled from the Duke's family and the precious youngest daughter of the Duke—

I wasn't sure how people would view this, but I knew it wouldn't reflect well on Aria.

The Duke was probably already furious...

There was no reason to cause Aria any trouble.

*Honestly, it's just awkward now anyway.*

"...Brother."

"Move."

"..."

"Did you not hear me? I said move."

"...Brother, can we talk for a moment..."

"I have nothing to say to someone like you."

"..."

Aria showed a deeply hurt expression at my words,

But I only felt a slight twinge of guilt,

No other emotion stirred within me regarding her.

*Well, seven years is certainly not a short time.*

We used to get along so well, laughing together,

But that's no longer possible.

My statement just now would have made everyone around us realize that I was no longer part of the Reinhardt family.

The family wouldn't be pleased about her associating with an outsider either...

And I had absolutely no desire to be part of that family anymore.

After all, that man was as good as my mother's killer.

*Aria will be fine... we've been apart for seven years already.*

She was always a resilient child, so she would manage on her own.

Even if she didn't want to, the family would make sure of it.

I maintained my distorted expression and left through the front door instead of the back door where she stood.

In the classroom, only the hushed breaths of watching students could be heard,

And afterward, the rumors about me spread, becoming increasingly unfavorable.

Ch.14 - There's Nothing But Crazy People Here.
After leaving the classroom, I ran and ran.

I ran slowly, then quickly.

I didn't want to give Aria or any of the others even the slightest excuse to follow me,

so I ran and ran, until finally I stopped at an open space in the middle of the Academy.

The bench in the center of the clearing was rusted, as if it hadn't been painted in a long time,

and the untended trees scattered throughout had lost their vitality, as if they'd been dead for ages.

Of course, as I stood there quietly,
I blended in perfectly with the environment.

Anyone who saw me now would say
I looked like a walking corpse, my complexion was so bad.

For some reason, I was craving a cigarette badly.

Throughout all my lives, I've spent almost every one as a smoker.

The pipe kind, which others either love or hate.

Whenever I was struggling.
Whenever I felt depressed.

Whenever my mind was unsettled.

Cigarettes calmed my mind,
and I never really needed to quit them.

After all, I never lived very long anyway.

*I knew I wouldn't live long in this life either, but I still smoked...*

Once you start, it's hard to quit.

As I was thinking about cigarettes and planning to secretly get some later,

I heard rustling behind me.

When I turned around, I spotted someone behind a tree, so obvious it was questionable whether they were even trying to hide.

"Come out..."

A male student emerged with an embarrassed smile.

His yellow hair was always perfectly fixed as if he used wax.

A distinctive anchor-shaped tattoo that caught everyone's eye.

And muscles well-defined in all the right places, showcasing his fitness.

"I've told you before that hiding doesn't suit you."

"I know. I didn't expect to be caught so quickly. Haha!!"

Who would guess at first glance that this carelessly laughing man possessed enough strength to be ranked among the Academy's elite?

"I... saw you looked troubled. Everyone needs time alone sometimes, right?"

A man who shows thoughtful consideration to everyone despite his size, always speaking of justice.

And...

Currently the only person I could call my friend,

the eldest son of a family that owns a trading company with wealth rivaling the Empire.

Albert Iris.

"So what's on your mind, my friend?"

"Why are you grinning like that?"

"You never reveal your inner thoughts to others.
For me, this situation is quite precious, wouldn't you say?"

"There's nothing good to be gained from knowing my thoughts."

"That's something we can only know after finding out!"

He's always like this.

Meddling with everyone,
helping as much as he can.

I don't know why such a good person wanted to be friends with me, but... well.

If he wants to be friends, that's fine by me.

Of course, that doesn't mean I plan to tell him my circumstances.

"It's nothing."

"...I think you could tell me by now, you know."

"I'm sorry."

When I apologized, he finally backed off as if he had no choice, advising me not to worry too much before disappearing,

with a hint of hesitation visible in his retreating figure.

***

When class time came and I returned to the classroom,
the stares focused on me hadn't changed.

The only good thing was that Isabella's gaze, which had been fixed on me, was gone.

In contrast, the disadvantages had multiplied.

First, rumors that I was becoming increasingly erratic at the Academy.

Rumors that I was a psychopath who threatened people with knives.

Rumors that I swung hand axes without hesitation, and so on.

As these exaggerated rumors spread, my reputation continued to worsen, and,

"Hey... are you the commoner worm who disrespected Lady Isabella?"

I don't know how they think I treated her, but there was an increase in thugs picking fights with me like this.

Even at the Academy, most people defer to the four great families.

Among them was Isabella, the beautiful eldest daughter of the Renuel Duchy, who loved magic and always approached it with sincerity.

Her beauty was known among her peers and even seniors and juniors,

and she was treated as an untouchable flower at the Academy.

But when rumors spread that this untouchable, noble flower,
whom others couldn't even speak to,

had been disrespected by a fool who was kicked out of his family for being a Delinquent, and that she had been dejected in the next class...

Male students who secretly admired her.

And students who saw an opportunity to curry favor with one of the four great families joined forces

to pick fights with Jenison, who supposedly disrespected her.

Jenison, unaware of this, simply mistook it for his infamy growing and continued to blame himself.

***

"Tsk... watch where you're going."

Ignoring the fourth blatant provocation of the day, I continued attending classes.

The final period had arrived,

and although it was supposed to be magic theory, the professor had personal matters to attend to, so it was replaced with swordsmanship class.

I actually quite liked swordsmanship class.

It was mandatory so I couldn't skip it, but it helped me build up my lacking physical strength and establish some foundation in swordsmanship.

Sometimes we paired up for sparring, but surely we wouldn't be sparring today.

This was literally an improvised class, after all.

What kind of crazy professor would make us spar without proper preparation...

"Today will be free sparring practice."

*....?*

Oh, here he is.

Damn it.

***

Nothing's going my way.

Why did today have to be sparring day?

For an improvised class, shouldn't theoretical explanation come first? Why would a former captain of the knights do this...

I could deny reality all I wanted, but nothing changed.

I had no choice but to pair up with someone for sparring, but...

"...Haha, let's go over there..."

"O-okay...!"

"...Sigh."

Of course, no one wanted to pair with me.

As everyone knows, I'm the Academy's official Delinquent.

No sane student would willingly pair up with me after hearing my reputation.

Even if someone did, others would strongly discourage them...

And now, after my recent contact with Isabella, I was being harassed by thugs as well.

Seeing how no one approached within a 2-meter radius of me, I could roughly estimate the situation.

*It's obvious those guys are preventing anyone from approaching me.*

It was childish, but certainly effective.

The best way to trouble me without using force.

If the number of students happened to be odd...

I would automatically be excluded from sparring and would only be able to watch others' matches.

*Well, that might not be so bad...*

"...Are you the only one left...?"

But unfortunately, the world wasn't on my side,

and whether fortunate or unfortunate, there was exactly one person who hadn't found a partner yet.

...Who was it?

The person with the most noble bloodline in the Empire, who was looking at me with a face contorted like an ugly doll,

Princess Kiana Frabel.

"...Your Highness must have received countless requests for partnership..."

"Do you think you can reach the stars in the sky just because you want to?"

"What do you mean?"

"Whether my status intimidated them or not...
no one approached me first."

Well, I can see plenty of people with eyes full of desire to ask her,
but they're all looking down again after seeing the gazes of her guards watching from a distance.

"I don't think that's your problem, Your Highness..."

"Let's skip the flattery and just spar."

"....."

"I don't want to talk to someone like you for even a moment."

With those words, the princess turned and walked away, briefly displaying a dignity befitting a ruler.

Well, it's problematic that someone like her is hostile toward me, but...

Soon, I watched everyone's sparring matches.

Albert overwhelmed his opponent using elixirs and excellent magical tools obtained through the Iris family's wealth.

I even felt sorry for the student who was hit by his gauntlet and flew into the training ground wall.

Isabella remained elegant and beautiful.

Fire magic in one hand.
Ice magic in the other.

The technique known as "Double Casting."

Something most people can't even approach, let alone master,
yet she was doing it at a student's age.

She ended her match without mercy, filling the ground with fire while launching ice spikes.

"Next up is student Jenison and Princess Kiana."

Finally, my turn came, and the princess looked at me and said,

"I can finally vent some frustration, I suppose?"

She adjusted her robe and entered the arena holding a staff with what appeared to be high-performance magic stones embedded in it.

There were ways to beat her, but considering her status and my reputation...

*I should probably lose here, right?*

Who in their right mind would try to beat the princess anyway?

With that thought, I stepped forward almost simultaneously.

Ch.15 - The Princess And Jenison
As soon as we entered the training ground, a transparent barrier began to rise, marking the boundaries between the princess and me.

It was meant to protect the other students watching from the remnants of our attacks and to prevent matches from dragging on too long.

For someone like me who had barely won against Leon by stalling for time, this wasn't welcome news.

While I was contemplating how to approach this match, the princess looked at me with displeasure and spoke.

"What are you thinking so hard about? You're going to lose to me anyway."

"You're right."

"Even if you deny it, you and I—wait, what?"

The princess revealed a surprised expression, as if she had expected me to deny it even slightly.

"I will lose to Your Highness. I was just wondering how I should lose."

"...Someone as arrogant as you is actually thinking that way?"

"I know my own strength well."

"Good to see you know your place. I wish you had been like this when we first met."

Ah.

She's talking about that time.

My first meeting with the princess was something she would consider the worst possible encounter.

***

The Imperial Princess, Kiana, was in a very good mood.

After begging and pleading with her father, she had finally received permission for her dream of attending the Academy!

Having grown up under strict supervision, Kiana was delighted at the prospect of not being constrained by anyone.

She was thrilled to escape from the royal palace where she had no peers and to make new friends.

Since the Academy supposedly treated everyone equally regardless of status, she thought she would make friends quickly.

With these thoughts, her long-awaited first day at the Academy was absolutely terrible.

'What's with this man? He's so annoying.'

Kiana, who had come out early for her Academy life, was now wasting time with a drunkard.

"Come on, just have a drink with me~" he hiccupped.

"Please let go. Judging by your uniform, aren't you an Academy student? Drinking is against school rules."

"Who are you~ to lecture me? Do you know who I am?!"

"...Who are you then?"

"I'm the second son of the famous Reinhardt ducal family!"

She was irritated.

Her highly anticipated first day at the Academy was being ruined by this drunk.

The Reinhardt ducal family was one of the most prestigious noble houses.

Yet here was their second son, drinking in broad daylight?

He didn't seem to know her identity.
Was he always this dismissive of others' opinions and so forceful?

Kiana was getting increasingly angry, and though Jenison noticed this, he continued to provoke her.

In truth, Jenison wasn't actually drunk, nor was he unaware of who stood before him.

He was doing this to further lower his reputation and emphasize his infamy through the princess's connections.

Of course, the princess, unaware of Jenison's circumstances, found the situation extremely annoying.

"Do you... know who I am and still treat me this way?"

"Hic... what? Who are you??"

"Even though the second son of Duke Reinhardt doesn't appear in social circles, I didn't think you wouldn't recognize the Imperial Princess."

At this, Jenison put on an extremely surprised expression.

"P-Princess...? *hiccup*"

"I have no interest in receiving your greetings now. Let's just go our separate ways. And don't greet me next time either."

With that, the princess ran straight to the Academy without looking back, and Jenison, after confirming she was gone, relaxed his expression and sighed.

***

The princess's perception of Jenison began to worsen.

While she might have initially thought it was a mistake because he didn't recognize her, after hearing his infamous reputation, such thoughts completely disappeared.

That he severely bullied girls smaller than him.

That he was a womanizer who changed women every night.

That he treated his servants so badly that the ducal family's servants couldn't endure and left.

All sorts of negative rumors reached the princess's ears, and since she had personally witnessed him bullying a girl, he was confirmed as a villain in her heart.

She wondered if she could rescue the child being bullied by him and how she could make him face karma.

While pondering this, news reached her.

Rumors that he had been expelled from his family.

Some said he had left the family voluntarily, but considering how he had arrogantly strutted around, trusting in his family's name, it seemed unlikely he had left on his own.

Upon learning that he was in shock and not attending the Academy, the princess immediately approached the student he had been bullying.

She wanted to hear her situation, help her as much as possible, and separate her from him.

As expected, she was a commoner, and the princess concluded that he had done such things because of her commoner status.

There was no other particular reason; he might have been fine with any commoner.

Believing she understood the entire situation, the princess invited her to join her faction.

She thought that even a deranged person would understand what it meant for a commoner to challenge the princess's faction.

The person in question, Rianna, found the job she had initially agreed to already burdensome, and joining the princess's faction was too much pressure. She tried to decline politely, but the princess wasn't one to stand by after witnessing such things.

She wanted to save her and ensure Jenison received appropriate punishment for how he had treated her.

After almost forcibly including her in her faction and while contemplating what punishment to give him, the princess received news that Jenison had returned to the Academy, and immediately upon his return, he had engaged in a Duel of Honor with Leon Benil, even attempting to kill his opponent.

Even in a match where killing was permitted, she hadn't expected him to do so without hesitation.

Misunderstandings about him grew, and just as her perception of Jenison was about to solidify as pure evil, for some reason, no one requested to be her pair.

She was automatically paired with Jenison for the match.

'This is actually good. I'll show you clearly in this match.'

That you are a villain, and villains deserve punishment.

With that determination, the princess confidently stepped into the arena.

***

"Actually, I don't particularly dislike Your Highness."

"Well, I dislike you. Your behavior is so improper that I doubt whether the blood of the Four Great Families flows in your veins."

"...Then what is proper noble behavior?"

"I believe it's someone who dedicates themselves to the Empire and serves selflessly."

And you, far from serving, are someone who brings harm to the Empire.

Hearing the princess's last words, my blood pressure spiked again.

Service? Dedication?
Why should I do that?

I know I'm pathetic.
I know this isn't how someone my age should behave.
I know these are the results of my own simplistic choices.

It's fine if no one acknowledges it.
There's no need for acknowledgment anyway.

This is just venting.

Venting about not being able to protect the family I had for the first time in my life.

If even the so-called noble god has abandoned me, what can't I do now?

"...What has the Empire done for me that it expects dedication?"

"What did you say?"

"I asked what the Empire has done for me that it demands my dedication."

At this, the princess let out a scornful laugh as if she found it absurd, and continued.

"When you were a noble. The clothes you wore. The food you ate. The mansion you lived in, and so on!!"

"..."

"Do you really not know that everything was the Empire's grace?"

I kept my mouth shut for a moment, then spoke to the princess who still looked at me as if I were filth.

"Do you know something, Your Highness?"

"...?"

"I haven't received much support from my family since I was 11. Because I was deemed talentless."

"...What are you saying? How could someone like that have lived in such luxury?"

"That was merely maintenance money for keeping up appearances. And I had to use almost all of my mother's share too."

The princess seemed at a loss for words and silently listened to my story.

The story of how I sucked my mother's lifeblood, ignored her suffering, and lived on her sacrifices.

"Mother grew weaker and weaker, eventually becoming bedridden."

"...Why are you telling me this—"

"Shut up and listen."

I continued my story, looking at the stunned princess's face.

"After enduring and enduring, on the day my mother finally passed away, the Empire sent a small sum of money as condolence."

"..."

"What exactly is this grace the Empire bestowed?"

"..."

"At least, I don't think I received any."

"..."

"It would have been nice if my mother could have survived with that so-called grace from the Empire."

"..."

"Could you tell me again what grace I've received?"

The princess shook her head as if coming to her senses, but with a noticeably softer expression, she slowly began to speak.

"...But that doesn't justify your evil deeds."

"It's behavior you wouldn't understand anyway. Being of the Empire's noble bloodline."

At my sarcastic tone, the princess, as if angered, tapped her staff on the ground and prepared for the match.

"...I almost wavered, but you truly are a villain."

"I admire how you stick to your opinions."

I responded to her answer with the best smile I could muster, and she looked at my smile as if she had seen a ghost as we faced off.

Finally, the signal for the match sounded.

Beep───

Ch.16 - Sparring (1)
As soon as the signal to begin the duel rang out, the Imperial Princess deployed a spell with her staff.

4th Circle Magic "Ice Lance"

An ice spike large enough to send chills down my spine just by looking at it flew toward me.

I quickly rolled to avoid it and created a throwing dagger in my hand to throw at her.

But she had already anticipated this, having deployed a mana shield.

Ting!!

With the sound of steel meeting steel, my dagger bounced off harmlessly as flames began to flicker beneath her.

4th Circle Magic "Fire Field"

Flames began to surge within a 5-meter radius around her.

She probably judged that if she could prevent close combat, she could defeat me.

Soon, another spell flew toward me.

The Imperial Princess was one of the top-ranking students at the Academy. In terms of pure power, I was among the lowest-ranked students—not someone she could be challenged by through force alone.

To block the relentless spells, I created a massive stone wall in front of me.

The wall shattered upon contact with her magic, but it was more than enough to neutralize the power.

I continued moving around, blocking the larger spells while dodging or taking the smaller ones.

Naturally, as someone trying to both create and evade simultaneously, I was bound to tire first.

The Imperial Princess, seemingly frustrated by her ineffective attacks, deployed increasingly dangerous spells.

I felt growing danger as I narrowly escaped one situation after another.

"...How long are you going to pathetically dodge?"

"Huff... hah... even dodging is quite taxing."

"You... I'm starting to doubt whether you're truly a child of the Reinhardt ducal family. I thought you might feel some shame if I toyed with you like this, but I guess I was wrong."

"You don't have a shred of noble pride, do you? I'm tired of this now. You won't be able to dodge this one."

As she spoke, the Imperial Princess's hair began to flutter.

Soon, a yellow light started crackling from her head, traveling down to her shoulders, through her elbows, and gathering in her hands.

It soon took the form of a sphere.

5th Circle Magic "Pulse Shock"

It approached me at tremendous speed, and a single thought crossed my mind.

*...I'll have to sacrifice my left arm.*

With that thought, I created three metal spheres in my left hand and extended it toward the electric sphere heading for my head.

The sphere was drawn into my left hand, and with it came excruciating pain starting from my left hand that jolted me back to full awareness.

Did you know?

The best way to deal with electrocution is to remove the source of the shock.

I created a knife with a rubber handle in my right hand and simultaneously cut off my left arm.

"W-what?!"

"...Did I show you something unsightly?"

I said that while creating a new left hand, and the Imperial Princess and surrounding students looked at me in disbelief.

"Do you have no regard for your body at all?"

"I'd rather not die trying to preserve it."

"...So you care about yourself while doing such things to others?"

There she goes again with that talk.

What is the Imperial Princess trying to say to me?

She's already labeled me as a villain in her mind and is viewing me through that fixed perception.

You don't know, do you?

The sorrow of losing someone precious.
The pain of once-friendly people turning away because you lack talent.
The anger from self-reproach so intense you want to kill yourself.
The loneliness of not being welcomed by anyone.

Without experiencing even one of these, being revered by all, being in a position where everyone loves you.

What do you know about me to speak like that?

I was annoyed.
And then I resolved.

To this girl who knows nothing about the world, who has lived enjoying all kinds of happiness and being loved by everyone—

I would create something that would, if only briefly, distort her expression today.

***

Despite my resolution, the pattern of the match didn't seem to change at first glance.

The Imperial Princess attacked me conventionally, and I was busy blocking and dodging.

The watching students were quick to voice their opinions, saying they knew this would happen and that my previous victory must have been a fluke.

When Jenison's stamina appeared to be visibly depleted, the Imperial Princess initiated a conversation.

"You. I know what you're planning, so give it up."

"...?"

"This thing being drawn on the ground... it's a magic circle, isn't it?"

"...!"

She then spoke smugly, as if she had guessed correctly, mocking Jenison's surprised expression.

"Did you think I was foolish enough to fall for the same trick twice?

"...."

"It's almost a complete 'tracking' magic circle, isn't it? Too bad. You just need to complete the part where I'm standing."

"I won't move from this spot from now on."

"I told you that you have no chance of winning."

Seeing Jenison maintain his silence until the end, the Imperial Princess spoke as if offering a final mercy.

"This is your last chance. Apologize right now to all the students you've been bullying."

"Then I'll at least end this painlessly for you."

As she said this while watching his expression, something seemed off.

His expression hadn't changed at all.
No, rather, he seemed to be smiling.

After remaining quiet for a while, he finally spoke.

"Your Highness is correct. This magic circle is incomplete. No matter how many things I throw, they won't reach you."

"I'm glad you understand. Now, immediately..."

"But, may I ask you one question, Your Highness?"

"...? I don't mind."

"Do you know what happens when you continue to pour mana into an incomplete magic circle?"

The Imperial Princess wore an expression of not understanding what he meant.

"You're stating the obvious. Of course, the magic power loses its path and explodes right there..."

"Yes, that's it."

As soon as she finished speaking, he began pouring an enormous amount of mana into it. The Imperial Princess immediately deployed an attack spell, but

Jenison was faster at infusing mana, and an enormous explosion followed.

BOOM—

***

*This is insane!!!*

That was what the Imperial Princess thought to herself.
Even someone out of their mind wouldn't cause such an explosion in a confined space with barriers, she thought.

The Imperial Princess hurriedly deployed a shield, but the impact of the explosion was too great.
Blocking the shock consumed a considerable amount of mana.

Only after layering shield upon shield could she stably block the explosion, and soon acrid smoke filled the arena.

*Is this some new form of self-harm? If he's aiming for a draw, that's pathetic.*

Thinking this, just as she was about to leave the dueling ground, something flew at her from behind.

The Imperial Princess instinctively turned around, judging it to be an attack from Jenison.

How he remained unharmed from the explosion didn't matter.
What mattered was that he was alive, and the evidence—a projectile—was flying toward her.

With quick reflexes, she deployed a spell and successfully intercepted the projectile right in front of her face, but as it burst, gas spread from it.

Pop—

*Could it be poison?!*

Thinking this, she hurriedly covered her nose and mouth with her sleeve, but it wasn't poison gas.

"Ugh?! C-cough!!"

"How is it, Your Highness? It's a tear gas grenade I specially made."

"W-what?! T-tear... cough!!"

"Your beautiful face is getting all ruined."

Tear gas grenade: A projectile containing a chemical that stimulates tear ducts, causing tears.

Just before the explosion, Jenison had created a massive bunker around himself, successfully protecting his body.

Taking advantage of the Imperial Princess's distraction in the smoke, he created and threw a tear gas grenade.

Of course, since the concept of tear gas didn't exist in this world, the Imperial Princess couldn't help but be reduced to tears, and Jenison didn't miss this opportunity.

He immediately threw another projectile similar to the tear gas grenade, and having tasted the bitterness of tear gas, the Imperial Princess chose to dodge rather than intercept or block it.

But the projectile that should have flown toward her fell in front of her and began emitting tremendous smoke.

One side of the barrier filled with smoke, and as the Imperial Princess deployed a wind spell to clear her vision, Jenison ran toward the arm he had cut off earlier.

The severed arm still clutched the metal spheres, and Jenison took all three out and transformed them into magical tools.

After throwing another smoke bomb at the Imperial Princess, who had already cleared the smoke around her, he threw one of the metal spheres in his hand.

The Imperial Princess chose to dodge again, and the metal sphere passed by her.

Jenison then threw the remaining metal spheres, but the Imperial Princess easily avoided those two.

She had to.

Until the metal spheres passing by her sides suddenly exploded.

"Imbue [Flammability]"

"Kyaa!!"

Unprepared for the sudden explosions on both sides, the Imperial Princess hastily retreated from Jenison, who was charging at her.

That's when

Something blocked her retreat from behind.
It was a massive steel wall that hadn't been visible around her before.

"Imbue [Amplify, Target: Size]"

The Imperial Princess recalled the metal sphere Jenison had thrown first and tried to move sideways, realizing she was in trouble.

But the daggers he had been carrying were already embedded on both sides.

And his slow approach appeared demonic to her. The demon approached slowly and opened his mouth with a chilling expressionless face.

"...Did you enjoy playing the role of justice's advocate?"

Ch.17 - Sparring (2)
"W-What?"

"I'm asking if you enjoyed playing the apostle of justice."

"I-I did no such thing!!"

"Didn't you?"

"Punishing evildoers, saving those who are bullied by villains, making justice your absolute standard, and never compromising your principles."

"Isn't that exactly what you did, Your Highness?"

The princess couldn't respond to his mocking words. After all, they perfectly described her actions.

"Your Highness."

"What is it..."

"In what way am I a villain, according to you?"

"...?"

After a brief silence, the princess let out a disbelieving laugh and continued.

"The rumors about you, your behavior that I've witnessed, the testimonies of other students!!"

"With so much evidence, it's impressive that you're still trying to deny it."

"So tell me, why does any of that make me a bad person?"

Believing the conversation was going nowhere, the princess fired a spell directly at him to create an opening, but he dodged it effortlessly and continued speaking.

"The rumors spreading around the Academy. I know them well."

"If you know, then...!!"

"But do you know why I acted that way?"

She didn't know.
She hadn't even tried to find out.

Everyone condemned him as a villain,
and it seemed obvious that such a person would naturally be evil.

"What if I had a valid reason for tormenting her?"
"..."
"What if there was a reason I went through women so quickly?"
"...Stop talking nonsense."
"What if there was a reason I drank alcohol in broad daylight?"

"She could have been my lifelong enemy."
"Those women might have all been gold diggers after my money."
"I might have had something so painful that I wanted to forget it by drinking."

"...Those are all just excuses."

"You're right. It's nonsense."

The princess grew angry again at how readily he admitted it, but—

"Then... why did you hesitate?"

Why did she falter?

The princess couldn't answer.
Because she had considered, even for a moment, that there might be some truth to his words.

"Shall I answer for you?

"You labeled me a villain without investigating a single thing,
and forced your own sense of justice upon me."

"What if I really did have reasons for my actions?"

"How would you have compensated me then?"

"What would you have offered to someone like me, cast out from my family and despised by everyone?"

The man who had been speaking calmly
slowly approached the princess.

One step, two steps, three steps.

Finally reaching her, Jenison looked directly into her eyes
and spoke with emphasis on each word.

"Your Highness."

"Please consider the villain's circumstances as well."

His voice was remarkably cold and chilling.

Since childhood, the princess had been accustomed to being revered by everyone.
She was loved no matter what she said.
She could have anything she wanted,
and accomplish whatever she set out to do.

No one had ever confronted her with such direct hostility.

The princess—kind and gentle at best, fragile at worst—
couldn't handle the spine-chilling animosity and collapsed to her knees.

Seeing her fall, Jenison
slowly turned away with a remarkably cold, expressionless face.

Emerging from the thick smoke, Jenison informed
the professor who had been watching the situation that he was forfeiting.

"May I ask why you're forfeiting?"

"Her Highness easily blocked my attack that used all my mana."

"Hmm... You do look exhausted enough to say that."

Jenison didn't refuse when told to rest in the infirmary if he was tired.
He calmly left the arena and walked to the infirmary.

As the smoke cleared from the arena, what remained was a steel sphere maintaining its round shape,
traces of battle scattered throughout the arena,
and in the middle, the princess struggling to stand on her feet.

***

It was difficult.
But I hope she understood what I was trying to say.

That not everyone in the world is as fortunate as she is.
That there are people who long for a piece of bread shared with family more than anything.
That there are people who receive criticism instead of love from everyone.

If she just keeps that in mind and fixes her habit of imposing her opinions on others,
there shouldn't be any problems with the imperial succession.

After all, the princess has both talent and dedication.

Her words made me more than angry,
but if I consider how much pride she has in her bloodline,
it's not incomprehensible.

Didn't I myself overflow with confidence as the son of a duke's family?

Still, my mood hadn't improved much,
but since dwelling on it would only hurt me, I decided to forget about it quickly.

As I entered the infirmary while talking to myself,
I saw a pair of eyes looking at me.

If the emperor is the most noble person in the empire,
the person before me could be called the most sacred person in the empire.

A woman wearing a white nun's habit with a cross necklace.
Reddish-brown hair beautifully illuminated by the red sunset sky.
Golden eyes shining brilliantly as if to prove her holiness.
A figure that seemed even more accentuated rather than concealed by the nun's habit.

A woman who couldn't be treated carelessly even in the empire, a messenger of God.

The Saintess, Hildegard.

***

The Saintess looked at me and frowned,
with an expression as if she'd seen something unpleasant.

"Why are you here?"

"The professor told me to rest, that's why."

"...Formal speech?"

"I'm just a commoner now. How could I speak informally to the Saintess?"

She rubbed her arms as if she had goosebumps
and made a face like she'd seen something strange before speaking again.

"It gives me the creeps when you talk like that..."

"Thank you for the compliment."

"That wasn't a compliment!!"

Having no desire to continue the conversation, I threw myself onto one of the infirmary beds
to rest.

That was the plan.
If only the Saintess hadn't shaken my body.

"You!! Why did you come here?!"

"...I came because of mana exhaustion."

"Mana exhaustion? Let me see."

"You don't need to worry about me, Saintess."

"I'd like that too, but I need to write down what symptoms you came in with.
Otherwise, the teacher in charge will have trouble."

"...You're right. By the way, why are you here? Surely you're a student."

"The professor in charge of the infirmary had some personal business outside.
Since I'm capable of healing, they left me in charge temporarily."

"...So they dumped their work on you."

"Dumped? What does that mean?"

"Never mind..."

I tried to turn around and lie down again,
but the Saintess kept pulling on my arm.

"Why do you keep doing this?"

"...What were you doing before you came here?"

"Pardon?"

"Your left shoulder is slightly burned on the inside."

"Oh...is that your holy power?"

"That's not the important part!! What were you doing to get like this?!"

How should I answer?

That I felt threatened by the princess's magic spell and cut off my arm to avoid being electrocuted?
And then reattached it after regenerating it?

Let's not.
It's obvious I'd be treated like a madman.

"You don't need to know."

"How can you say that?! First, let me treat you..."

"No need."

"...Are you crazy? Doesn't it hurt?"

Crazy, she says.
What vulgar language for others to hear.

"Believe it or not, I can endure this level of pain."

"That means it's not fine!! Give me your arm, quickly."

Why is she like this?
I said I'm fine.
Slightly annoyed by her persistence, I answered curtly.

"Saintess. Don't you dislike me?"
"..."
"You don't need to concern yourself with someone you dislike."
"..."
"If I just lie here quietly, I'll be fine. I've always managed this way."
"..."
"I just hope you'll allow me to borrow this infirmary bed...Saintess?"

Her expression is peculiar.
She looks somewhat angry but doesn't speak,
then looks at me with pity,
before squeezing her eyes shut.

"The Lord said to love even criminals as my neighbors."
"..."
"I think you're a bad person. That won't change."
"..."
"But even for someone like you, I will step forward to heal."

"That's what the one I serve wants, and it's the path I must follow."

"So please, give me your hand."

She's righteous.
More righteous, diligent, and radiant than anyone.

That must be why she's acclaimed as the Saintess.

She follows her own beliefs and walks her own path.
It's something all the impressive people I've met have in common,
and a trait shared by those who are honored for generations.

"...You will surely become... a good person, Saintess."

After saying that with a faint smile, I extended my hand to her, permitting the treatment.
Even after waiting for a while, the treatment didn't begin.

"Sain...tess?"

"Ah...AH!! Yes!!"

"What's wrong?"

"...I didn't know you were capable of making such an expression..."

"...?"

Soon, a warm energy began flowing through our joined hands,
and the sharp pain that had been bothering me suddenly disappeared.

After thanking the Saintess, I dragged my tired body into a deep, long sleep.

Ch.18 - Awkwardness
The cold moonlight swept across his eyes.

Deep dark circles that made anyone recognize him as a tired person. Yet his appearance made him look more worn out than gloomy.

In truth, Jenison wasn't someone who would be considered unattractive anywhere.

*Why does he act like that when he looks decent enough if he just stays still?*

Hildegard quietly thought as she watched him fall asleep.
Looking at his shoulder with terrible burn marks,

She wondered to herself.

If his shoulder was so badly burned, why were his arms unharmed?
But that thought didn't last long.

Thinking it wasn't her business to worry about, the Saintess quietly organized the list of students who had visited the infirmary today.

In truth, most were students who had feigned illness just to catch a glimpse of the Saintess, who was rumored to be beautiful throughout the Academy.

The Saintess knew this perfectly well, but still...
She was the Saintess, after all.

Her image was inseparable from the image of the church.

A person who had never properly revealed her emotions,
Living while imprisoning herself.

Yet she was too tender-hearted to refuse relationships with others.

That was the hidden side of the Empire's Saintess, the person everyone respected.

*But I don't understand why I feel such compassion for this man...*

The reason she had asked Jenison if he was crazy.
The reason she had dragged away someone who said he was resting, disturbing his rest.
The reason she, who usually remained uninvolved, had insisted on treatment.

These were actions she would never have taken normally.

In truth, it couldn't be helped.
The Saintess was the representative of the Creation God.

She inherited the love that God had for humans, His creations.
She was the Saintess who wanted to save people's lives as they wished.

She couldn't treat Jenison, who secretly hoped for his life to improve more than anyone, badly—even by the Saintess's instinct.

Sighing at her own unfamiliar feelings, the Saintess resumed organizing the list.

***

*I'm tired...*

The one who came to wake me after I had collapsed in the infirmary until evening was Ella, who had been waiting for me at the dormitory.

"Young master... are you really alright?"

"I'm fine. It wasn't that serious an injury."

"But I heard your shoulder was burned...?"

She mumbled something quietly that I couldn't hear, but I could tell she was worried about me.

"By the way, Ella, how did you know I was in the infirmary?"

"Oh, a professor told me. The name was... um..."

"That's enough. I think I know."

Probably after the duel ended, they heard Ella was at my dormitory and came to inform her.

*That professor... looks intimidating but is actually kind...*

Just as I was thinking this, I felt Ella fidgeting with my left arm and looked at her.

"Young master, is your left arm really okay?"

"...I said I'm fine. Are you hungry?"

"I didn't eat while waiting for you, young master."

"...Let's go eat together then."

"Hehe, yes!"

Seeing Ella grinning as if eating was the best thing in the world, I felt my own lips curling up involuntarily.

Though there was a slight problem.

As soon as we arrived at the dormitory, I planned to eat as I had said, but having focused solely on research for 50 days with minimal food, I realized we had no decent ingredients.

I was about to prepare to go out to buy groceries when...

"No way! You're a patient right now, young master!"

Using the excuse that I was a patient, she insisted on going shopping alone while I rested here. I couldn't dissuade her.

No matter what I said, she wouldn't listen, and I found her concern for me quite endearing.

Is this how it feels when a young daughter does errands for her father?

Though I've never had a daughter, I can't help but think of her as one when I see her.

I gave her all my remaining money and told her to buy whatever she wanted to eat, but she didn't seem pleased.

"Young master, this is all your money! How can I spend this?"

"I've arranged for more money to come in, so it's fine."

"R-really?"

"Yes. It's not a lie, so feel free to use it."

"Umm... I'll cook you something delicious!"

"...Sure, sure."

Smiling as I sent her off, I decided to develop magical tools to register with the Magic Tower while waiting for her return.

I needed money, after all.

If I register magical tools with the Magic Tower, they handle and sell them exclusively. They then transfer a predetermined percentage of the profits to me.

There's no better way to earn money comfortably without working.

Moreover, as someone who has lived in the 21st century, I can create tools this world couldn't even imagine.

Creating something based on actual experience would be difficult even for master craftsmen, but for me, who handles Creation Magic, it's easier than eating cold porridge.

So what should I make?

Deciding that was harder than I thought.

I needed to think of something uncommon in this world that would guarantee profits and be suitable for the Magic Tower to sell.

That's when I thought of scrolls.

For adventurers who enter dungeons to find treasures or enjoy adventures, life-threatening situations are inevitable.

So what if scrolls that could protect their lives just by tearing them appeared on the market?

Adventurers who value their lives would have no choice but to buy them. While scrolls require precise circuits and mana control, making mass production difficult...

I was originally good at imbuing objects with properties, and if it became too difficult, I could simply create the scrolls themselves, so there was no need to worry.

And since they're clearly classified as magical items, the Magic Tower couldn't object.

Why wouldn't I make something with only advantages?

As soon as I finished thinking, I began creating scrolls, focusing on making different types.

I was so absorbed that I didn't hear Ella when she returned.

That evening, I had no choice but to eat cold food.

***

The next day

The weekend had arrived at the Academy, and students were all hurrying somewhere.

Some had expectant expressions as if they had made plans to go out, while others were irritatingly searching for date spots with their lovers.

While I felt a bit reluctant to go to the Magic Tower alone in such a lively atmosphere...

*My food expenses have doubled... I'll be in trouble without more income...*

For someone in my situation, refusing to go out because it didn't match the atmosphere was a luxury I couldn't afford.

"Young master, are you going somewhere?"

"I have business at the Magic Tower. Eat lunch by yourself."

"What about you?"

"...What do you mean?"

"I heard Lady Isabella will also be going to the Magic Tower today."

????

Why suddenly?

Of course, Isabella's Renuel Duchy has a special relationship with the Magic Tower.

People have spotted members of the Renuel Duchy, also known as the family of magicians, working at the Magic Tower.

There are also rumors that the Renuel Duchy provides management and sponsorship funds for the Magic Towers.

Just looking at the connection between the family of magicians and the Magic Tower, one could suspect some kind of relationship.

But why today of all days?
Especially after what I said last time, it's awkward to face her.
Plus, the Magic Tower is practically Renuel family territory.

It's like throwing food into their jaws.

To make matters worse, her mentor, who is said to care deeply for her, also resides at the Magic Tower. Someone who began teaching her after seeing her talent as a child and still cherishes her greatly.

If such people hear that I humiliated the daughter of the Renuel Duchy in front of all the Academy students?

I'm confident that a third-rate magician like me would be torn apart without a chance to defend myself.

I wondered if going to the Magic Tower today was really the right choice, but I had plans for tomorrow as well, and I couldn't postpone it to next week as my money was running out.

So, reluctantly, I had no choice but to go to the Magic Tower today.

"...Why today of all days..."

At least her mentor was said to be reclusive, so I wouldn't have to worry about encountering them.

Her mentor could toy with me like a child before killing me.

The fact that they wouldn't be there gave me some comfort.

"Oh, I think it might be because Lady's mentor is returning to the Magic Tower today."

Until Ella completely crushed my hope.

"...What?"

"Because Lady's mentor is returning today... so she's hurrying to visit... Young master??"

*This... shit.*

At this unexpected, thunderbolt-like news, I grabbed the back of my neck.

Ella, perhaps thinking her words had bothered me, looked adorably restless.

Ch.19 - Transaction Successful
There's no time to think about it.

With the nobles' distinctive personalities, they certainly wouldn't visit the Magic Tower this early in the morning.

No matter how much she respects and admires her master, the cold Lady Isabella wouldn't likely visit the Magic Tower at dawn.

Besides, there's no guarantee she'd go to the same Magic Tower I'm heading to. There are five towers in total.

With that in mind, I hurriedly left the dormitory and started running toward the Magic Tower.

"Y-Young master!! Your breakfast..."

I heard Ella calling after me, but believing it wasn't anything important, I kept running.

Then I remembered I'd left the scroll I'd made all night on my desk, so I went back in to grab it before running off again.

"S-So, young master!! Your meal!!"

I heard Ella calling from behind, but she'll understand that I have my reasons.

The Academy and the Magic Tower weren't that far apart distance-wise, so if I ran with determination, I could arrive within five minutes.

Even after five minutes, it would still be much earlier than when nobles typically emerge, so I definitely wouldn't run into Isabella.

With that thought, along with the idea of drawing my sword a bit faster, I hurried toward the Magic Tower.

***

Meanwhile, Isabella was extremely excited.

She had received word that her master, who had once again gone off somewhere, would be returning today.

Her master held special meaning to her.

He was someone who had provided fatherly affection in place of her strict father since childhood,

And he was the one who taught her magic—which she loved more than anything—helping her develop it and reach new heights.

Even though Isabella was in a good mood, when she recalled a certain incident, her spirits would immediately dampen.

The incident with Jenison.

She had been too arrogant about her talent. Originally, she despised nobles who looked down on commoners.

She couldn't stand the sight of nobles who disrespected others just because they were of lower status.

At the same time, she felt slightly superior, thinking she was better than others because at least she wasn't like them.

But in reality, there was no difference.

She too had looked down on Jenison, who had less talent than her, and thought it should be a blessing for him to associate with someone like her.

Because of what happened, she had been avoiding Jenison and began to blame herself for her actions.

She could feel her unwavering self-confidence and pride gradually diminishing.

*I can't believe I did that...*

Even when she tried to stop thinking about it, it kept coming back to her.

His face when he casually approached her saying he had something to discuss,

His trembling eyes at her cold rejection,

His expression that remained unchanged despite it all,

All of it continued to pierce her heart.

But no matter how much she regretted it, the past couldn't be undone.

He seemed to have already detached himself from her, and she couldn't even lift her head due to her guilt.

While his past misdeeds were certainly not right, the delusion that perhaps he had become twisted because of her kept circling in her mind.

*When the weekend is over... I should apologize...*

Though she couldn't regain her lost confidence, she thought she might at least be able to rid herself of the guilt she felt toward him.

She pondered deeply about how she should apologize when she met him.

***

I finally arrived.

Before me stood this seemingly vast expanse of white.
A warm color that envelops everything, yet simultaneously appears somewhat cold and harsh.

It rose high into the sky, and around it were magicians wearing white robes.

They all carried either thick stacks of papers that looked like dissertations or their staffs, holding them in their hands as if they were swords.

To be honest, as soon as I entered the Magic Tower, I felt extremely uncomfortable with all the magicians' gazes focused on me.

I rarely had opportunities to receive this much attention, so I wasn't at all immune to it.

Trying to suppress my uneasiness that was bordering on nausea, I went to find a guide at the Magic Tower to help me sell my magic items.

She seemed to recognize me, as she frowned upon seeing my face, but quickly composed herself and greeted me with a bright smile as if nothing had happened.

*...How professional...*

"Hello. How may I help you today?"

"I'm here to sell magic items."

"...Magic items?"

"Yes. Scrolls."

Saying that, I placed the scroll I had brought on the counter, and the receptionist, looking flustered, asked me to wait a moment before going inside.

After waiting for about ten minutes,

The receptionist who had attended to me returned with a middle-aged man with handsome features behind her.

The middle-aged man looked at me, then at the scroll in front of me, and only then, seemingly convinced that I was the seller, sat down and initiated a conversation.

"Hello. I am Plon, the manager and magician of the White Magic Tower."

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Jenison."

"Let me get straight to the point. Why did you bring scrolls here?"

So that's the first question.

Well, it would seem suspicious if someone came with the purpose of selling scrolls, which are difficult to make and even more difficult to mass-produce.

Especially given what I've done in the past.

They probably think I have other motives, but what can I do?

I really came here to sell this.

"...I truly came here to sell this."

"You don't seem to be lying. However, we have no reason to buy scrolls from you."

"You're being hasty."

"Hasty, you say? I don't think we need to stock items that are difficult to mass-produce and too expensive to generate profit."

He's right.

Most items sold at the Magic Tower are popular.

In terms of quality, they're practically guaranteed by the Magic Tower itself, and the fact that they're sold there means there's already demand.

So there's no need to bring in items that are expensive to produce and difficult to mass-produce—essentially, items that are just a burden.

But there's something they don't know.

"...What if I could mass-produce these?"

"...Young lord. Dishonesty is not good in business relationships."

"I can prove that I'm not lying."

"...Jeri."

"Yes!"

So the receptionist's name is Jeri.
She seems quite tense, judging by her rigid posture.

"Bring me a sheet of paper."

"...A sheet of paper, sir?"

"Yes. One sheet of paper."

"Here it is."

After receiving the paper from her, he looked at me with narrowed eyes.

"I'd like you to make any scroll you want with this paper."

"...Any scroll?"

"Yes. Any will do. Within 10 minutes, please."

"...10 minutes..."

"Even if you say it's not enough time, it can't be helped. For mass production, this much time..."

"Five minutes."

"...Pardon?"

"I'll make it within five minutes."

His expression gradually changed to one of disbelief, and with furrowed brows, he spoke again.

"Very well. If you can make it within five minutes, I'll take responsibility and make a contract with you."

"But—"

"If five minutes pass, you won't get off lightly."

His threatening demeanor was inwardly amusing to me, but I didn't show it.

He doesn't know my talent.

Given the rumors about me being a talentless Delinquent, most people probably don't care what my abilities are.

Swoosh—

Soon, light began to form at my fingertips.

That light then transformed into various colors,

And as I placed my finger on the scroll and moved it, patterns began to engrave themselves.

Curves and straight lines based on the pattern signifying the foundational magic.

Characters that enhance power.

Patterns that indicate direction.

Patterns that specify duration.

The patterns gradually formed from a single light,

And in less than four minutes, a scroll was created.

Looking around, I saw the astonished faces of Plon and the receptionist.

"Ha!"

Somehow, I found their expressions both amusing and satisfying, and I let out a chuckle.

***

"I apologize for doubting your abilities... Indeed, at this rate, mass production would be possible."

"I-I'm sorry!!"

Even so, it doesn't feel good to see people older than me bowing their heads like this.

I told them it was fine and suggested we continue discussing the business.

"I deeply apologize for the offense, but... would you be willing to do business with us?"

"Let's do that."

"Th-Thank you!!"

"However, the profit distribution will be 7 for me and 3 for the Magic Tower."

"W-What?!"

"Is that unreasonable?"

"You must know that's an excessively large ratio..."

He's certainly right.

The Magic Tower needs to make a profit too,

And it's bound to be uncomfortable for a novice alchemist like me to take 70% of the profits.

But—

"I believe scroll prices are quite high. Wouldn't 30% still be profitable for the Magic Tower?"

"Even so..."

"If you don't like it, I'll just get up and—"

"W-We'll do it!!"

Looking at him, who had taken the bait so perfectly, I gave a slight smile and responded.

"An excellent choice."

***

After completing the smooth "transaction," I noticed a commotion outside as I left the Magic Tower.

I don't know why, but people were gathering around, and the excitement of female magicians in particular was audibly intense.

Wondering if there was some event, I went to find the source of the commotion, and at its center was a certain person.

The figure who established the foundations of Imperial magic,

A 9th Circle magician who rivaled the chairman,

A source of terror for demons on the battlefield,

The man known as the dream of all magicians.

With broad shoulders and a height that seemed unbelievable for a magician,

His hair had turned completely white,
A battlefield slaughterer wearing the mask of a benevolent old man,

A doting master who cherished his disciples too much,

The Great Sage, Prion Haibel.

Ch.20 - Why Are You Showing Up Here?
Long ago, a great calamity befell the Empire.

A disaster of magical beasts.

Monsters that poured out due to an unforeseen flood of Gates.

A stampede.

What followed was astonishingly horrific.

They devoured mothers before their children's eyes,
tore lovers apart leaving only their held hands behind,
and made everyone tremble in fear.

Every nation was thrown into emergency,
and city gates were firmly shut.

But that meant only places with gates and sufficient soldiers
could hold out.

Villages without adequate manpower and resources
were ravaged, and screams filled the world.

As news of village annihilations continued to arrive,
a single report of victory emerged.

It was surprising enough that a rural village had triumphed against magical beasts,
but even more shocking was that
it was all the work of a single person.

When the Empire sent soldiers to investigate,
they found the magical beasts torn apart and mangled beyond recognition.

Among traces too powerful to be attributed to an individual,
they discovered one person.

An eccentric who had been living in seclusion and happened to be staying in that village.

The figure of Prion Highbell.

Afterward, his individual might was recognized,
and he received the title of Great Sage, forming a contract with the Empire.

Not a contract between empires,
but between an empire and an individual.

Many say this alone gives some measure of his power.

Simultaneously, he gained fame as the mage who single-handedly stopped the stampede,
earning him the title "Dream of Mages."

So when such a figure visited the Magic Tower,
it's understandable that mages would flock to him with burning enthusiasm.

He's someone I'd rather avoid more than anyone else,

because his love for his disciples is so well-known
that I don't know what he might do when he sees me.

The news probably hasn't reached him yet,
but it's better to be safe.

Thinking this, I turned to run away
when someone grabbed my shoulder, and as I tried to shake it off and turned around—

"Well, who do we have here... isn't this my disciple's fiancé?"

"...Greetings, sir."

Somehow, Prion had broken through the crowd
and was holding my shoulder.

He had been subtly hostile toward me ever since
my engagement to Isabella was arranged.

It's understandable that he'd dislike his disciple, whom he raised like a daughter,
being engaged to someone like me.

But there had never been any expression of affection between her and me,
nor any emotions exchanged, so I felt somewhat wronged.

Moreover, since I had left my family, my engagement to her
was essentially broken off, so there was no reason for his hostility anymore,
but perhaps he hadn't heard?

"...I am no longer the lady's fiancé."

"What?"

"I recently left my family, so the engagement has likely
been broken off."

Just as I was about to explain that I was no longer her fiancé,
his face turned red and blue with anger.

"...So...you're...saying...that you've made
my precious...disciple...a widow?"

"Pardon?"

Something is going strangely wrong.

Breaking off an engagement isn't uncommon in the passionate noble society,
and even if the engagement was broken,
who would dare criticize Isabella?

"Well...normally, breaking an engagement doesn't make someone a widow..."

"Haha..ha!! Hahaha!!"

This is rather frightening.

As I gradually back away, trying to figure out an escape route,
his large hand grabs my shoulder again, making me nauseous.

Barely suppressing the urge to retch, I look up
to find that the surroundings have changed.

Gone is the refreshing outdoor air,
replaced by the musty smell of old books greeting my nose.

I'm overwhelmed by a scene that seems to contain
as many books as any library could hold.

Spatial movement? If so, where is this place,
and why bring me here through spatial movement?

"...Sit down. I called you here to have a conversation after a long time."

Still suspicious of his words, I leaned back
into a chair that had suddenly appeared.

"...No matter how much time passes, records don't change."

"This is what you might call an Archive, where I store
my research and that of other mages."

"No one but me usually comes here, so feel free to speak openly."

Even if he says to speak freely...
how many people could actually feel comfortable speaking in front of him?

"I'm fine like this, thank you."

"Hmm...you're different from the rumors I've heard."

"Rumors, sir?"

"That you've become completely rotten."

"...That's true, actually."

There's no need to deny it.

What I did was real, and I have no intention of denying it.

I don't want my family's reputation to be tarnished further.

If the family's honor continues to crack,
my mother, who dedicated her life believing in the Duke's family,
would become a laughingstock.

"...So why did you leave your family?"

"Don't you believe the rumor that I was expelled?"

"After all this time of the family head overlooking whatever you did,
did you finally do something that warranted expulsion?"

"...It could have been that way, couldn't it?"

"I'm asking because I know you're not that stupid."

I don't know how long he's been watching me,
but his insight is remarkable.

I had intended to deceive him thoroughly,
yet I was seen through so easily.

"...So what's the reason?"

Having maintained silence longer than expected,
Prion asks again with a solemn expression.

Why did I leave?

Money and pleasure, which everyone worships.

Did I have any reason to leave the Duke's family
where I could enjoy those things?

If asked for a reason, I have only one answer.

"What I want isn't there."

"Is that really all?"

"No matter how many people desire that position,
I no longer want anything from that place."

"...I need to correct myself. It's not that you're different from the rumors;
you've completely changed."

Prion seemed to ponder deeply before
asking me again with eyes that had turned blue.

He probably used "Lie Detection"

This means there must be something he really wants to ask me.

Since I can't deceive him with my skills anyway,
I should avoid lying to prevent earning his hatred.

"Then is what you want...something that would harm the Empire?"

So that was the issue.

After all, Prion now has things to protect in the Empire.

Even for someone who doesn't like being tied down,
he keeps returning to the Magic Tower for that reason.

If what I want would harm the Empire,
he showed signs of wanting to eliminate me immediately.

To this, I responded without changing my expression.

"No, it isn't."

Because it's not a lie.

What I want is simply to reach the extreme limit.

Far from harming the Empire,
this might even benefit it.

Soon, perhaps realizing my words weren't false,
he withdrew his mana, and the blue light disappeared from his pupils.

"I apologize for testing you. I have my circumstances."

"It's fine."

"...If one of the reasons you left your family was my disciple's attitude...
I apologize on her behalf. Please forgive her."

Isabella's personality certainly wasn't the best.

He seemed to know this, which is why he apologized to me.

But there was no reason to blame him for her faults,

and while she ignored me, she never spoke behind my back
or tried to harm me.

So I could easily overlook that much.

Of course, it was a bit sad and lonely that
she treated only me that way.

Who would enjoy receiving unwarranted resentment?

But I wasn't the type of person to blame him for it.

"It's fine. It wasn't the Great Sage's fault to begin with."

"...Thank you for saying that."

His bitter smile seemed to contain
a father's regret.

Then he asked me why I had visited the Magic Tower,
and I answered truthfully.

Then—

"...You said you can mass-produce scrolls?"

"Yes, but...?"

"Can you show me?"

He handed me a piece of paper as he spoke.

Trying to hide my thoughts of "this again,"
I continued what I had done earlier.

The paper he handed me had transformed into a scroll,

and he was speechless with astonishment.

"H-how did you do this?! Please tell me!!"

"...It's just a scroll with inscribed formulas, that's all."

"I've never seen anyone make scrolls as quickly as you,
no matter where I look in the world! What magic did you use? Can you tell me?"

Even I was aware that I made scrolls quickly,
but nowhere else in the world?

"Don't you just inscribe them?"

"Do you know how much control that requires...wait a moment."

He finished speaking and placed his hand on my chest,
precisely over my heart, and infused mana.

I could feel his mana touching my mana circle.

Tap, and then tap-tap.

"Well...I never thought this possible."

"What do you mean?"

"You noticed when I touched your circle, right?"

"Yes."

"Normally, when someone stimulates your circle, your body's mana should
go wild, no matter how little you have."

"...?"

"But you unconsciously controlled it.
That's an impossible level of control."

"....????"

"What nonsense about being a talentless Delinquent—you're overflowing with talent. What a twisted world."

You're saying that?

Suddenly being told I have talent doesn't really sink in.
What I've experienced is already in the past.

It's just something that will help me in the future

..but still..but still..BUT STILL!!

Then everything I've gone through until now—

Knock knock──

Knock knock—what's the use...knock?

"Master, may I come in?"

"?! Ah, please come in."

"..No wait a moment!!"

As the door opened, I saw her respectfully greeting her master,

and a woman whose eyes held half questioning
and half guilt-ridden gaze as she looked at me.

"...Why are you here?"

"..."

Prion's only disciple and
the person he cherishes most.

It was Isabella's surprise appearance.

Ch.21 - Debt One
"Ah! You know this place well, right?"

"...Yes, but why are you here?"

"I saw this fellow wandering around the Magic Tower, so I brought him along on my own. Hahaha!!"

"...Master, please stop doing things like that..."

I don't appreciate being introduced so casually, but I'm grateful that he caught Isabella's attention.

*I should leave quickly.*

They looked more like father and daughter than master and disciple as they bickered. I was about to leave when—

"Ah!! Where are you going?"

Suddenly Prion grabbed my wrist from behind, and Isabella was looking at me awkwardly.

"...I don't really need to know about making scrolls..."

"Hmm? No, I now understand well that you didn't make the scrolls that way."

"Then perhaps you have no business with me...?"

"No, how can you be so cold when people change? She's your former fiancée and classmate—aren't you going to at least greet her?"

...Prion clearly doesn't know what happened between Isabella and me.

Otherwise, someone called a Great Sage wouldn't be this tactless.

Behind him, Isabella was tugging at his sleeve with a troubled expression, seemingly begging him to stop, but he just smiled at her.

"Come on, Isabel! You should at least say hello, shouldn't you?"

"...M-Master..."

"It's fine."

I had to stop him before she became more uncomfortable.

"Lady Isabella and I had some awkward history. It might be difficult for her to greet me right away."

"R-Really? Did my disciple make a mistake first...?"

"No. It was my mistake, so there's no need for her to apologize."

Hearing my words, Isabella's eyes widened, and she looked directly at me as if her earlier blush had never happened.

...Is it that surprising?

Of course, I don't have particularly good feelings toward her, but I'm not so ill-mannered as to speak badly of a disciple in front of her master after so long.

After saying goodbye to Prion and Isabella, I was about to leave the room and return to the dormitory where Ella was waiting when—

"E-Excuse me!!"

I stopped and turned around at the sound of Isabella calling me from behind.

"What is it, Lady Isabella?"

"I... I... um... ugh..."

"If you have nothing to say, I'll be on my way."

"I-I'm sorry!!"

"...?"

"...*hic*!"

Is she apologizing?

That proud and arrogant Lady Isabella?

She seemed to have bitten her tongue while speaking, and after grimacing, she realized her embarrassment and blushed again.

"...What are you apologizing for?"

"F-For how coldly I've treated you all this time..."

"..."

...To be honest, I hadn't expected an apology.

Magic was all she knew, and it was her entire life—she didn't care about anything else.

So I thought she would have forgotten all her attitudes and actions toward me.

Of course, I can't deny that the apology is a bit... no, very late, but—

I've encountered many arrogant people who not only fail to apologize for their wrongdoings but even try to blame others.

And I've long since dismissed her arrogance and mistakes as youthful indiscretion.

So I could certainly forgive her.

"...Honestly, I think it's quite a late apology."

"...T-That's... I'm s—"

"It's fine. As you said, it's an old matter, and you never caused me any direct harm."

"B-But still!!"

"It's fine. If you're still uncomfortable, you can consider it a debt."

"A d-debt?"

"Well... you can grant me one favor later."

"Is that enough?"

"Yes."

A family like the Renuel Duchy could provide me with many research materials I couldn't obtain otherwise.

Isabella seemed to be considering it, but it was an offer that required no deliberation.

What favor I might ask was unknown to her, but as the eldest daughter of a ducal family—

She could fulfill most requests with her power.

And even if it was something beyond her capabilities, her master would surely step in to help.

Wouldn't it be a profitable deal for her if she could wash away a lifetime of guilt with just this?

She seemed to reach the same conclusion, as she stopped hesitating and spoke with confidence in her eyes.

"I accept your proposal."

"Then it's settled."

"...Is that really enough?"

"Did you know what I was going to demand?"

"...W-Well..."

Judging by her reddening face, I could guess what she was imagining.

But I've lived far longer than what she imagines.

Of course, such desires haven't disappeared, but I have no wish to express them toward a minor.

Rather, I couldn't help but smile at her confidence in thinking I would imagine such things.

"...What's so funny?"

"I have no interest in your body, so you can rest assured."

"...!"

"Then I'll take my leave."

I thought I heard her shouting behind me, but someone who values dignity as much as she does wouldn't shout.

Thinking this, I slowly pushed open the white door marking the entrance to the White Magic Tower and went outside.

***

"Hmm? What's wrong?"

"...It's nothing, Master."

"Nothing? You look distracted no matter how I look at you, Isabel."

My master was right.

She couldn't think of anything else right now.

One man who had just shaken her thoughts—

Because of the man named Jenison.

At first, it was overwhelming guilt and self-reproach.

Guilt for having done something terribly wrong to him, and self-reproach for having behaved like the arrogant nobles she so despised.

These emotions intertwined so strongly that she could barely look him in the face.

Of course, she had intended to apologize.

But she didn't want to do it casually in a place like this, especially in front of her master.

Her master was someone who could be described as overprotective while simultaneously possessing monstrous power.

If she had apologized there and he hadn't accepted it, her master wouldn't have stood by idly.

Considering this, she had decided to postpone her apology and just hoped this awkward time would pass quickly.

That had been the plan.

If only he hadn't said that he was the one who had been rude first.

"It was my mistake, so there's no need for her to apologize."

"It was my mistake..."

"It was my..."

Why?

Why was he covering up for my mistake?

He must resent me.
Perhaps even hate me.

So why?

With my master present, if he had just mentioned my wrongdoing, he could have gained something from me under the pretext of an apology.

The name of a Great Sage carries weight.

It would be harder to find something worthless among his possessions.

Perhaps he could have even gained the opportunity to learn his magical theories directly.

No matter how I thought about it, he must have considered these possibilities.

So why?

Why was he trying to take my sins upon himself?

Even though it would only increase his infamy.

Was this his last affection for me?

When that thought struck, I felt insanely embarrassed.

Because I didn't want my master to discover my mistake,
Because I was afraid of people's gazes,
Because I feared damage to my reputation,

I had planned to delay an apology when I should have been on my knees before him.
The thought was unbearably shameful.

By the time I came to my senses with these thoughts,
He had already left the room a while ago.

I had to hurry and find him.

"Master!! I'll be back shortly."

"H-Huh? Alright then."

Leaving behind my master who was muttering nonsense about late puberty, I chased after him.

I caught up with him not far away.

At first, I intended to apologize immediately, but having never apologized in my life, I couldn't do it properly.

I stammered through my apology with great difficulty, but I was so nervous that I bit my tongue, and to make matters worse, I started hiccupping.

I wanted to find a mouse hole to hide in, but his slightly sharp tone made me nervous again.

"...What are you apologizing for?"

What am I apologizing for?

Isn't it obvious?

All the days I treated him coldly.

The thoughtless words I spoke must have left considerable wounds in his heart.

Perhaps he even hates having met me.

So everything.

I felt I needed to apologize for everything—for how I treated him carelessly from the day we met—or this guilt would never disappear.

He listened to my words, seemed to think for a moment, and then opened his mouth.

While his lips were parting, countless thoughts crossed my mind.

From imagining him not accepting my apology to imagining him demanding my body as compensation.

Of course, he seems different now, but the old him had a reputation as a womanizer.

His eventual response was something I never imagined.

That it was okay.

That it was an old matter, and since I hadn't directly harmed him like others had, he would forgive me.

He did say it was a late apology, but somehow his tone even carried a hint of gratitude.

I felt sorry.

Sorry that even with this much courage to apologize, he felt grateful.

In other words, it meant that no one had ever had such a conversation with him one-on-one.

Was he trying to ease my intensified guilt?

He imposed a "debt" on me, and perhaps because of that, I felt my guilt diminish slightly.

I briefly worried about what favor he might ask, but soon felt confident that I could grant most requests.

But is this enough?

Is this enough to atone for all the wrongs I've done to him?

When I asked this question with such thoughts, he confidently affirmed and smoothly left the Magic Tower.

Of course, I didn't feel that I had completed my atonement to him with just this.

I couldn't accept that myself.

That day, inside the Archive—the collection of magical research—

There was one of the idols of magicians, a Great Sage studying how to deal with a daughter going through puberty,

And a woman determined to help him in any way she could and to grant whatever favor he might ask.

*...By the way, is my figure... that bad?*

Along with this trivial doubt.

Ch.22 - What Do You Desire In Return For Your Offering?
While Isabella was lost in her trivial worries and not paying attention to her surroundings, Prion, who had been concerned about his disciple's adolescence, was thinking about the same person.

To be precise, they were both thinking about Jenison, though in different ways.

"...He certainly wasn't this skilled before..."

This was true.

From what he could see, Jenison during his Delinquent days had skills far inferior to what he displayed now.

His mana quantity had been average, and his mana control unremarkable—he was just another troublemaker.

Of course, there are ways to improve mana control. But they require pouring mana into something while maintaining concentration all day long, minimizing wasted mana throughout the process. Only after all that could one's mana control improve by the tiniest amount.

How much time would someone like him, who had been merely average, have invested—and continue to invest—to reach his current level?

A week?

A month?

Even that amount of time would require not eating or sleeping to barely reach that level.

For this reason, the Grand Sage had thought Jenison must be a natural genius. He had no way of knowing that Jenison had actually spent fifty days surviving on minimal food and sleep, using all his remaining time for unintentional mana control practice.

He couldn't have known this, so he was at least relieved that Jenison didn't seem to have any goals that would harm the Empire.

With that level of determination, there was no telling what he might do.

The Sage had his own things to protect.

And he was concerned about the change in Jenison's eyes.

Meanwhile, Jenison, who had unknowingly become a person of interest to the Grand Sage, was simply contemplating what research to conduct today.

***

As soon as I entered the room, I saw Ella's back as she sat on the sofa.

Hmm?

For some reason, she seemed angry.

She shouldn't have left the dormitory, so there was no reason for her to be upset.

"Young master..."

"...Yes?"

Her voice was much more subdued than I expected. I almost doubted if this was the Ella I knew.

Though I didn't know why, it was obvious to anyone that she was extremely angry right now, so I decided to listen quietly.

"...I was cleaning your room, you see?"

"Mmm..."

"...At first, I thought you were just working hard because there was a lot of dust and strange cylindrical objects lying around."

Hmm.

She must have seen the canned coffee I'd been drinking.

The amount I'd consumed was quite a lot—actually, far more than I'd realized—but if I didn't drink it, I'd fall asleep and couldn't continue my research.

"...Then when I tried to clean under the desk..."

"Under the desk...?"

"Could you please explain why there were bloodstains there?"

Ah.
Right.

Let me explain—it was unavoidable.

To create a sentient being, I needed a physical body, and I designated its form to be human.

To make that, I needed to be able to create a human body, and my own body was the most suitable for experimentation.

To be able to create a new human body, I needed comprehensive knowledge about an ordinary body.

Of course, even with 21st-century knowledge of human anatomy, whether it would apply to a body I created was another matter.

My deliberation wasn't long, and I immediately took action—which meant examining my body piece by piece.

I started with a finger.

It was the easiest, and if I could just position the finger bones correctly, I could regenerate it easily.

Without hesitation, I cut it off.

It hurt.

It hurt, it hurt, and it hurt more.
It hurt, it hurts, and it will continue to hurt.

The pain never becomes familiar no matter how many times I experience it.
The wound feels like it's being seared with hot fire.

Blood gushing like a fountain from the severed finger was quite a disgusting sight.

Despite not being intentional, my arm began to tremble automatically.

Tears burst forth unstoppably from tear ducts I thought had dried up long ago.

With the continuing extreme pain, I bit down on my teeth, and my other hand was clenched so tightly that blood flowed from my palm.

In the midst of such agony, I initially had no mental space to think about body creation or anything else.

Only after taking a painkiller and waiting a while could I finally regain my senses and begin trying to create a finger.

Naturally, it didn't go well at first.

Finger bones forming in twisted ways became routine. Sometimes the finger's shape was strange, sometimes an extra pinky grew, and sometimes I forgot about the nail, resulting in a fingerless nail.

I continued observing my severed finger and trying to recreate it, and eventually succeeded in making "one" proper finger.

Just one finger.

Creating that one nearly depleted my mana, forcing me to rest.

Once I succeeded with one finger, the rest became easier.

Though they all had different shapes, they were clearly fingers.

The pain of cutting off the first finger was unfamiliar, but I soon got used to it.

My body adapted to the pain.

Trusting my pain-adapted body, I thought I could proceed with other body parts, and soon my hand moved toward my toes.

After that, progress was swift.

Toes.
Hands and feet.
Arms.
Calves.
Thighs.
Major facial features.

I wanted to examine major organs too, but since that could go terribly wrong, I decided to attempt it only when a priest was nearby.

Create one, cut it off if it fails, make another, cut it off again, make yet another, cut it off once more...

The continuing extreme pain meant I had to consume eight bottles of painkillers before I could continue.

Cut again, cut again, create, create, create.

When the room became soiled with blood and flesh, I cleaned everything up only to soil it again.

Thus, a small-scale slaughter with blood and flesh splattering continued in that small room.

Eventually, I reached a level where I could create limbs at will.

Of course, I developed an unhealthy desire to cut and regenerate even the smallest wound on my arm, but being able to regenerate limbs at will was still a significant merit.

And since my body would form abnormally if my mana control slipped even slightly, my mana control naturally improved.

Prion, who noticed this, was indeed worthy of being called a Grand Sage, though it was somewhat unfair to call it talent.

Everything involved my effort and dedication.

Well, if I continue researching at this pace, I'll surely be able to create other bodies someday.

Thinking this, I cleaned up all traces and thought I had finished everything satisfactorily.

"Young master... please explain."

"W-what do you mean?"

"Why did you, who never left your room, see blood?"

"And why does this place smell faintly of blood?"

As she spoke, she pointed to my research desk, which was permeated with the smell of my blood from the many times I had cut my body.

I had planned to make a new table, but since it was a space only I would use, and I didn't want to reorganize all the materials on it, I hadn't replaced the furniture.

I didn't want to worry Ella if she found out how I was conducting my research.

I didn't want to cause her concern.

"...It was a nosebleed..."

"What?"

"I got a nosebleed from researching all day."

"Really...?"

"What did you think it was?"

"I thought you might be harming yourself from stress!!"

Honestly, that's not entirely wrong, since I did harm my own body.

But isn't my body something I should use to reach the pinnacle?

While others might have to sacrifice everything to reach an extreme position, I only need to sacrifice my body to reach it!

In that case, shouldn't I use it as much as needed?

Even if I die here, I can be reborn.

Unlike religious people who say they'll go to the Lord's side when they die, or evil people who say they'll go to hell,

I will endlessly repeat life and death within this cup of reincarnation.

So what meaning does my life have? I've seriously pondered this question before,

And in my fifth life or so, I realized it:

To imprint myself on the people I'm connected with so they won't forget me.

Their memories are proof that I lived, so in a way, perhaps I've lived properly.

In this life, I've simply overlaid my mother's wishes onto that goal.

So I will use it.

To leave proof that I lived in this infinite cycle,

For that purpose, my life is merely a means to an end.

There's a common rule in the physical laws that apply to all things in the world:

[If you want something, offer a price]

As the price, I'll give my limbs dozens, hundreds, thousands of times.

Because at the end of this endless life, the only meaning I could find was this.

Because I hated the thought that when I looked back, all that eon-like time of pain would have been meaningless.

With these thoughts, I once again immersed myself in research,

And the next day, team recruitment for the midterm exams began.

Ch.23 - Member Application (1)
# Early Morning

I rise at my usual time, just like always.

Since I can't build muscle by creating each fiber one by one, I decided to start morning exercises. Being cooped up in my room has caused what little muscle I had to shrink, and from my experience so far, I'm not exactly in good shape.

While I'm exercising and dripping with sweat, I hear Ella getting up. When she emerges from her room and realizes she woke up later than me, she can't hide her apologetic feelings. Knowing she'll fret about it all day if I leave her be, I quickly assure her it's fine and head out as usual.

Something feels different in my otherwise normal daily routine.

From the academy's inner corridors to the paths leading to the classrooms, there isn't a single quiet spot anywhere. It's hard to believe this is the same place that was once overflowing with noble dignity.

Everyone is gathered in small groups, engaged in conversations that mostly revolve around the same topic.

"You, join my team..."

"I'll join your team..."

"Let's form a team together..."

At the academy, everyone must participate in the midterm evaluation, which is conducted separately by grade level. The professors announce the evaluation topic, and students prepare accordingly. Since collaboration is allowed, people typically form teams, and thus begins the competition to recruit talented individuals.

Of course, no one approached me.

While some recognized my combat abilities from the last duel, others still thought it was just luck. And realistically, would anyone believe that someone without family backing like me could possess enough strength to ignore the academy's reputation?

No student would think so. That's why not a single person approached me, and I didn't mind since I was more accustomed to working alone than with mediocre teammates anyway.

As I was pondering how to handle the midterm evaluation alone, the front door slid open and Oliver, the professor of Class 1-B, entered.

"Why is this professor in our class?"

"Ah, your assigned professor couldn't make it due to personal reasons," he explained.

"I've been asked to handle today's midterm evaluation announcement, and another professor will take over from next time."

The professor changed?

Not bad. The previous one was always shouting and quite unpleasant.

"Anyway, let me announce the topic for the midterm evaluation."

"F-Finally!!"

"I heard last year's seniors had team duels as their topic."

"Two years ago, it was gate clearing."

"P-Please let it be something easy..."

Everyone focused on Professor Oliver's words as he deliberately built suspense before finally speaking.

"The topic for this midterm evaluation is 'Survival.'"

Survival?

Where? How? From what?

The ambiguous topic raised many questions, and Oliver continued his explanation.

"The academy owns an island. For this midterm evaluation, you'll need to survive there as long as possible."

"Of course, the island is home to magical beasts and various poisonous plants."

"Your evaluation will depend on how long you survive."

"Professors will be watching, so safety isn't a concern, and fighting among students isn't prohibited either."

After concluding with "That's basically it," Professor Oliver took questions, and students eagerly raised their hands.

"Are there any rules against cheating?"

"No. Just survive by any means necessary."

"Are there ways to lose points?"

"Attacking registered team members or attempting to kill other students will result in intervention."

"How do we know if other students are still surviving?"

"You'll be given a watch at the start. It will show the number of surviving students."

Various questions were directed at Professor Oliver, and he answered them immediately as if reading from a script.

Listening to these exchanges, some students pondered deeply, others acted smugly as if everything would be easy for them, and some tried to contact someone elsewhere.

After observing the students' reactions, Professor Oliver scratched his head and mentioned the remaining details.

"Oh, and team registration will be in a week, so try to finish recruiting members by then."

With that, Professor Oliver opened the front door and quickly disappeared.

Team recruitment for a week...

With this much time, I might be able to find at least one person to join my team.

Even for someone like me, it would be difficult to achieve excellent results while avoiding everyone among so many students.

Having even one teammate would reduce the burden on me, wouldn't it?

With a week's time, I should be able to persuade at least one person.

Jenison began thinking about who would be suitable as a teammate.

***

Honestly, I underestimated the situation.

I thought I could easily find at least one teammate, even among those planning to take the evaluation alone, so I didn't worry much about it.

But I overlooked something important.

In noble society, reputation is directly linked to family, and no one would team up with a commoner whose honor had already hit rock bottom.

So I, being a commoner, began searching for someone who would form a team with me, and with great difficulty, I found one person.

Rianna.

A girl who agreed to receive my support in exchange for being bullied by me at the academy.

Although I had nothing more to offer since I left my family, she accepted my proposal rather easily, seemingly considering it a favor.

When I asked why she accepted so readily, she said:

"I-I'm sorry..."

"About what?"

"For not stopping the rumors spreading around the academy... and for not stopping people after you left your family..."

So she was worried about that.

She was more tender-hearted than I thought.

I could handle the bullying from students, and it's not like an individual could stop rumors from spreading.

"Don't worry about it. I'm fine."

"Uh... really?"

"Yes. Besides, I bullied you too."

"B-But!! It wasn't that bad... and you sometimes helped me."

That was true.

My bullying methods were limited to insults and mockery, but the harassment from my former followers was quite vicious.

They stole or soiled her uniform and openly humiliated her in front of others.

Each time, feeling guilty, I secretly started helping her.

If I noticed her uniform was missing, I'd buy a new one and return it. When others tried to humiliate her in public, I'd control the atmosphere and defuse the situation.

In any case, it seemed hypocritical for me, the one who proposed the bullying, to be doing such things, so I tried not to show it, but I didn't realize she had noticed.

Perhaps that's why she accepted my proposal. Whatever the reason, having an insightful teammate wasn't bad, so I accepted her.

However, the other students seemed to misinterpret the situation.

Seeing us together, rumors started circulating again—that I had resumed bullying her, that Jenison was dragging around a female student, and so on.

Naturally, Rianna tried to refute these rumors, but the students sympathized with her, assuming I had some leverage over her, and glared at me even more.

Ignoring their stares, I went with her to the student council to register as teammates.

As soon as we entered, I saw other student council members, each holding paperwork, with dark circles under their eyes.

They looked at me as if they'd seen something they shouldn't have, which was a bit eerie, but the vice president asked about our business, and I finally came to my senses and stated our purpose.

"What brings you here, Delinquent Young Master?"

"I've come to form a team with my teammate."

"...Teammate? Someone joined your team?"

"Yes, right here."

I introduced her to him, and he seemed to understand the situation, attempting to speak with her.

"Look, I don't know what leverage he has on you, but we can..."

"That's quite rude, Vice President."

What is he saying to my teammate? I worked hard to recruit this precious person.

He seemed displeased at being interrupted, making a sour face as he continued.

"...The student council president handles team registrations."

"Then where is the president?"

"Go further in."

Following his guidance, we went deeper inside and came upon a room that was clearly marked as the student council president's, with an expensive-looking doorknob.

After showing us in, he returned to his duties, and I knocked on the fancy door.

"We wish to register as a team, Student Council President."

"...Come in."

Whether she recognized my voice or not, her voice hesitated momentarily.

Without waiting, I opened the door and entered.

I saw a woman signing documents.

Blue hair that flowed down her back, enveloping her entire body
Hands with calluses from holding pens too much
Cat-like eyes that weren't cold but rather sharp
Slender arms and legs contrasting with her prominent chest

The daughter of the wealthiest family in the empire,

The president of the student council, the real power at the academy,

And the sister of Albert, my only friend—though as twins, they couldn't be more different.

Unlike his warm voice, she looked at me with somewhat cold eyes.

Sophia Iris, the Student Council President.

Ch.24 - Member Application (2)
"What is the purpose of your visit?"

She asked us our business in a voice that didn't hide her displeasure, and I nonchalantly stated my purpose.

"I'm here to apply as teammates. With her."

I glanced at Rianna, and Sophia looked at her with questioning eyes.

"You... with that girl?"

"Yes, is there a problem?"

"There's no formal issue. As long as both parties agree..."

After saying that, she turned her gaze to Rianna.

"Student Rianna, do you really want to be teammates with this man?"

"Um... yes!"

"I see, her opinion is... what?"

She seemed to doubt her hearing, while my expression showed a slight smirk.

"Did I hear wrong? Student Rianna?"

"What? Um... I said I'll be his teammate..."

"...Really? With him?"

Her finger pointing at me trembled slightly as if she couldn't understand, and I ignored her finger as I stepped forward.

"Since she agreed, would you please process our application? I've become quite busy lately."

"...What did you do this time?"

What did I do?

Had I done anything to Rianna? I don't think I'd even approached her recently.

"I'm not sure what you mean?"

"...Usually you'd get angry at being suspected, so this response is rather unexpected."

"I'm not the type to act rashly."

She stared at me again as if I were some madman, and I ignored her gaze as I tried to proceed with the team registration.

"So how do we apply as teammates?"

"...Here's the application form. Write your name and Rianna's name here, and it will be automatically processed."

"Thank you."

Sophia tried once more to persuade Rianna, but I pulled her closer to quickly complete the form, so Sophia had no choice but to accept the application with a sigh.

"...Well, work hard."

"..."

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I didn't expect the president to encourage me..."

It was true.

She seemed to believe the rumors spread throughout the Academy, so I naturally thought she disliked me.

"I wasn't exactly encouraging you."

"I was encouraging Student Rianna, since she's in your team."

"And there's another rumor going around lately... I thought I might believe it."

Another rumor?

What kind of rumor would make her believe it?

She was someone who wouldn't trust any rumor without substantial evidence and only judged based on facts she saw with her own eyes.

"What rumor are you referring to?"

"...Did you really not know?"

"Do I need to know?"

"It's a rumor about you, shouldn't you know about it?"

A rumor about me.

Weren't rumors about me always malicious? I wasn't interested enough to bother finding out.

"I don't have a hobby of listening to slander about myself."

"...What are you talking about?"

"Aren't most rumors about me saying I'm crazy or an idiot? I don't want to hurt my delicate feelings by hearing such things."

"I'm hearing all sorts of nonsense. No, it's a different rumor."

"A different rumor?"

"Yes, did you really not know?"

Was there an incident that could have sparked a different rumor about me?

No matter how much I thought about it, I hadn't committed any acts that would spread worse rumors or tales of eccentric behavior.

Looking at Rianna, she just avoided my gaze without giving any answer.

When nothing came to mind despite my pondering, I asked her what rumor was spreading.

"I didn't expect you to really not know. Are you not interested in yourself?"

"So what rumor is spreading that you're making such a fuss about?"

"That you've changed, that's all."

Changed?
Me?

"What does that mean...?"

"Don't you remember how incredibly weak you used to be?"

"..."

"For someone like that to suddenly crush Leon, a mid-tier student, and then keep quiet—isn't that worth attention?"

"So you're saying people are interested because I've gotten stronger?"

"Plus, your crazy antics seem to have decreased lately, so quite a few people think you might have reformed."

So the origin of the rumor was that other people who saw me try to beat up that bastard were surprised by my strength, and since I hadn't bullied anyone lately, people's opinions overlapped and spread into this kind of rumor.

"And you've definitely changed somehow. That's why I'm not trying to interfere."

"...What has changed about me?"

I was curious.

She wasn't the type to give trust simply because my behavior had changed.

So I wanted to know.

What about me had earned her trust?

"Somehow... looking at you before was unpleasant."

"Watching you act like a Delinquent everywhere, I felt..."

"Like I was watching someone wearing an ill-fitting mask and acting."

"That kind of performance makes even the audience uncomfortable."

"But now... something's different."

"If before it was close to disgust... now it's sympathy."

"Sympathy for whatever made you like this."

"I don't know what you did in your dormitory for those 50 days."

"But as long as it doesn't go in the wrong direction, I have no intention of restraining you."

"It's also my role to make sure that doesn't happen."

"Rather, if you want to move in the right direction, I'm certainly willing to support you."

...It's warm.

It's not that I've never been comforted before.
There were even people who would rush to me if I seemed even slightly upset.

But this is different.

Different from the comfort offered by people who looked at my family background or had some ulterior motive.

Words offered to me now when I have nothing—no support, no title, no money. Her warm words that she could have given to any student.

Warmth that I could only receive after coming down from the highest place, having abandoned everything.

I felt a small but powerful sense of happiness spreading through my chest, threatening to take over,

And before I knew it, tears were flowing from my eyes.
Seeing this, they panicked and tried to comfort me.

"...Jenison, are you okay? Are you sick?"

"No, wait! Why is a grown man crying?!"

The child I used to bully and the person who disliked me were now comforting me.

Finding that quite amusing, I couldn't help but let out a chuckle,

And suddenly I became a fool who was laughing while crying, and when I raised my head,
They seemed to find it so striking that

Rianna opened her eyes wide and couldn't close her mouth,
And the president also seemed a bit surprised, her mouth slightly open.

"...What's wrong with both of you?"

"...You really haven't been living up to your looks, have you?"

"...I think so, Jenison..."

They said such strange things, as if my expression was that odd.

Anyway, Sophia accepted our team application form, and we greeted her as we left the room.

Once outside, Rianna seemed relieved as the tension drained from her, letting out what appeared to be a sigh of relief as she briefly sat down.

*I should at least come up with a strategy*

If I were alone, I wouldn't have cared what happened, but now she was there.

Since my grades would directly affect her grades, I planned to work hard.

In the first place, to fully take over the magical tool, I needed to get excellent grades, and considering Rianna's grades, it wouldn't be courteous to be careless.

So we made arrangements to meet again and each returned to our dormitories.

***

A room filled with silent air.

Only the scratching sound of a pen could be heard.

It was an almost perfect sealed room where even light barely entered.

Inside, a figure was moving its hand.

"Kill... kill... kill..."

Around that figure, darkness that was visibly too black was swirling,

And every word it uttered was filled with murderous intent.

It was scribbling something continuously with a pen,
And even when the pen broke from too much force, it didn't stop writing something with another pen.

Then, the space next to it distorted,
And a man appeared from within.

Swoosh—

After observing what it was doing for a moment,
He seemed pleased and spoke to it.

"Things seem to be going smoothly?"

"...Is that you?"

"Do you hate him that much?"

"...Because of him...!! I've been reduced to this state!!!"

As it showed not even a speck of acknowledgment of its own fault
And not the slightest attitude of reflection, he inwardly sneered, but outwardly remained composed.

After all, this was just entertainment

Entertainment that didn't matter whether it worked or not.

"If you hate him that much, you should hurry and finish what you're doing."

"Then you can get a chance to kill him."

"...Fine, just get out of here and stop bothering me..."

The man, who had been branded as an arrogant bastard in its mind, put a smile back on his face and disappeared with an acknowledgment,

And once again, only the scratching sound remained in the room.

"In this midterm evaluation... I will definitely... kill you..."

"Jenison..."

That's what it—
That thing that could hardly be called human—
Kept muttering.

Ch.25 - Evening Appointment
Today was another ordinary day.
No, today might be a little different from the usual.

"Ella, I'll be coming back a bit late today. Don't wait for me for dinner, eat first."

"Young master, where are you going?"

"...I have plans with a friend."

Ella seemed moved by the fact that I had a friend, covering her mouth with emotion filling her eyes.

Though she tried not to show these feelings, her momentary expression was unmistakable.

"Yes! Don't worry about me, just enjoy your time with your friends, young master!"

"...Sure."

*I wonder how Ella sees me...*

No matter how friendless I might appear, I didn't expect even Ella to worry about it.

Well, it was true that I didn't have friends.

Thinking this, I left the dormitory, leaving behind Ella who was already contemplating how to treat my friends.

Classes were always the same.

Boring, dull, and uninteresting lessons.

The only difference was that the number of practice duels during class had increased.

There were probably various reasons for this—to establish dominance and gain practical experience.

Some wanted to show other students how strong they were to prevent them from challenging them recklessly during the midterm evaluation.

Others simply wanted to experience real combat against people to improve their weaknesses and aim for better grades.

For these reasons, in classes involving physical activity like swordsmanship, student duels were rampant.

Professors seemed accustomed to this, serving as referees and stopping excessive duels as part of their daily routine.

Of course, I received a few duel requests from people who disliked me, but I rejected them all.

There was no reason to accept, and my practical abilities were already more than sufficient.

Ignoring those who called me a coward behind my back or claimed my previous success was just luck,

I spent all my class time at the Academy contemplating strategies suitable for Rianna and me.

***

"Ah, you came."

"Y-yes."

"Let's talk over a meal first."

She seemed hungry too, nodding shyly in agreement with my suggestion.

However, I had never visited any restaurants in this area before, and Rianna, seeming to notice this, offered to guide me to a place she frequented.

Since I didn't have any particular preference, I followed her to her regular restaurant.

Having never had a private conversation with her before, chatting casually was quite awkward, and we walked in silence until we suddenly arrived.

The establishment with the sign "Night Street" was clearly not a place for nobles, but

the sound of people chattering loudly and the smell of food wafting from inside

reminded me of the marketplace I had forgotten, making it more enjoyable than expected.

"Um... is this uncomfortable for you...?"

"Not at all. It's not a bad place."

"Oh... okay!"

Relieved, she led me inside where we sat at an available table and ordered food, but

the waiter taking our order was distracted, looking elsewhere.

Following his gaze, sure enough, he was staring at Rianna's seat,

and I noticed several men at other tables also glancing in our direction.

Well, her beauty was quite famous even at the Academy.

If even nobles coveted her, such reactions were only natural.

But she didn't seem to notice, and feeling that waiting longer would only increase my hunger,

I tapped the table once with my finger.

The waiter finally snapped back to attention, apologized, and took our order.

While waiting, we decided to discuss the purpose of our meeting.

"Let's start talking now."

"Yes!"

"First, Rianna, what is your ability?"

"Oh... mine is 'Conversion.'"

Conversion.

The ability to change something into something else.

It sounded impressive—being able to transform anything at will—but it had drawbacks.

The more complex the material composition or structure,
the more mana required for conversion.

Unlike me, she also needed some kind of medium to activate it.

"Hmm... how much can you use this ability?"

"Um... not much... my mana capacity isn't very large..."

"For example?"

"For complex things, about 3 times is my limit..."

Three times, huh.

What's the standard for "complex"?

How much mana does it consume relative to Rianna's capacity?

Is there any way to increase the number of uses?

What are the criteria for objects she can convert?

I continued asking Rianna these questions, and she diligently answered each one.

By this time, steaming hot food had been placed before us, and since both Rianna and I were quite hungry, we decided to eat first and then continue our conversation.

Neither of us disliked meat, so we ordered grilled bear steak,

which was apparently the most popular dish here, with rich juices and flavor.

While eating intently, Rianna suddenly addressed me.

"Um... Jenison...?"

"Call me Jenison. I'm a commoner now."

"Oh... no! How could I...?"

"I told you to speak comfortably."

"But still..."

"Comfortably."

"O-okay... Jenison..."

"Good... what did you want to ask?"

Hearing my response, Rianna seemed to remember and asked her question.

"Um... Jenison, why did you make that offer to me?"

"Offer?"

"The one where you'd pay me to bully you..."

"Ah... didn't I explain?"

She nodded vigorously, her expression demanding an explanation.

Even so, I had no intention of explaining.

There was no particular reason to explain, and if word got out, all my efforts would be wasted.

"I can't tell you. And I don't intend to."

"Oh... I understand..."

"And the fact that I made you such an offer is also a secret. I paid you for that confidentiality too."

"Huh? But is that really okay...?"

"I have no intention of improving my reputation, so it's fine."

Rianna looked confused by my words, but she nodded and resumed eating.

After finishing our meal, I told her what preparations she needed to make.

"Rianna, for the midterm evaluation, bring as many simple and lightweight objects as possible."

"Huh? Why?"

"If there's no limit to what you can convert, saving your mana will help you survive."

"Ah..."

"And to conserve mana, it's most efficient to bring simple structured objects separately."

"So that's why you want me to bring those things?"

"Exactly."

After quickly understanding my point, Rianna began asking me what kinds of objects would be good to bring, what she should create if needed, and whether she should look for survival-helpful items.

She asked many questions, and her face showed no discomfort toward me, appearing completely relaxed.

While answering her questions, we suddenly arrived at the dormitory, where we decided to part ways.

"Oh... we're already here."

"Indeed."

"Well, see you tomorrow, Jenison?"

"Wait."

"Huh?"

I made her wait briefly while I took out the money from scroll sales from my pocket.

Despite the high price of scrolls, there was demand, and mass-producing them had quickly provided me with a considerable sum—enough to cover about half a year's Academy tuition.

"Take this."

"What is this?"

After checking the contents, she was shocked and tried to return it to me.

"Are you crazy?! Why is there so much money?"

"Use it for your tuition."

"How can you say that? It's too much!!"

Despite her words, I could see her pupils trembling.

Originally, she hadn't worried much about tuition because of my offer.

But now that the arrangement was ending, she would need to hurry and earn money,

and ordinary jobs wouldn't cover Academy tuition.

So she was in desperate need of money, and providing this cushion would help her.

That was my thinking, but she apparently didn't see it that way, as she lowered her head slightly and asked in a trembling voice:

"Why...?"

"What do you mean, why?"

"Why are you being so nice to me?"

"..."

"I'm a coward who didn't stand up for your reputation... someone who gave up without even trying..."

Her voice was now filled with moisture, and I could sense the guilt and gratitude it contained.

"You didn't do anything wrong."
"..."
"I asked you to do this, so I'm taking responsibility."
"..."
"You don't need to suffer for it."
"But still!!"
"I don't want you to be hurt."

The money I had originally offered her was payment for accepting this arrangement and keeping it secret.

It meant she didn't need to suffer alone about my reputation.

She lowered her head after hearing my words, and when she raised it again, the sunset was illuminating her.

Her sky-blue straight hair was dyed red by the sunset,

and her face was similarly tinged with crimson.

Her emerald eyes shone beautifully, and her scarlet lips parted with difficulty as her gentle voice reached me:

"...You're kind, Jenison."

"Nonsense."

"Hehe... I'll go in first. See you!"

Perhaps because the sunset was particularly beautiful today, it wasn't strange that I thought her face was beautiful too.

With that thought, I returned to the dormitory where Ella welcomed me, bringing the day to a close.

Ch.26 - Midterm Evaluation (1)
After dinner, Rianna and I maintained the same routine.

When classes ended, we'd complement each other's weaknesses in the training room, or I'd teach her how to use magic efficiently, or answer any questions she had, and finally eat dinner together.

Seeing me spending time with her, more students began approaching her to check on her well-being. I realized they thought she was still being bullied by me.

Of course, Rianna denied this, insisting it was all a misunderstanding, but they wouldn't believe her. Instead, rumors began spreading throughout the Academy that Rianna had been thoroughly brainwashed.

Because of this, Rianna would blame herself and criticize herself, and I had to comfort her every time.

The stares from others were uncomfortable, but what did it matter? After rumors spread that I had tried to kill my opponent during the Duel of Honor, most people avoided directly confronting me.

*It's a shame I couldn't kill that guy though...*

*What was his name again?*

Leon, yes, it was Leon.

Mentally thanking him, I continued training with Rianna, and finally, the day of the midterm evaluation arrived.

***

At that time

The midterm evaluation—an annual Academy event that made all students nervous—was something one more person had been eagerly anticipating every day.

"I... will... definitely... kill... you."

His appearance hadn't changed—still ordinary-looking—but the aura he emitted and his words made him seem far from normal.

His words were filled with resentment toward someone, and in his mind, he kept hearing his father's reproaches.

Shaking those thoughts away, he had been waiting for today to exact his revenge.

***

"What a pathetic fool!!!"

"Kuhek..."

A middle-aged man wearing gold ornaments kicked the shin of the boy in front of him.

The boy collapsed forward from the impact, and seeing this, the middle-aged man clicked his tongue and continued.

"Because of you!! My plans are ruined!!"

"Fa...Father...why..."

Unable to understand why his father was treating him this way, the boy could only endure the beating.

His mood was already sour from what had happened at the Academy today.

After several terrible sounds echoed through the room, the middle-aged man spoke in a tired voice.

"Huff... Do you know what you've done?"

"Kuluk... What... did I do?"

"Today... do you know why the Director helped you?"

That's right.
She, who claimed to treat all students fairly, had intervened in the Duel of Honor for his sake.

At first, he naturally thought it was because of his family's donations to the Academy, but the Director wasn't short on money, so that couldn't be the reason.

Ninth Circle mages were rare and commanded great prestige in the Empire.

The more he thought about it, the less sense it made.

Seeing the boy lost in thought, the man exhaled cigarette smoke and explained the reason with anger in his voice.

"At first, it was a coincidence..."

"I never liked that worthless woman who enjoyed the Empire's glory just because she was a powerful mage."

"So I went to the information guild to investigate her."

It was madness.

If she found out someone was investigating her, she would be deeply offended.

Those who earned her hatred lived in constant fear of when she might punish them.

No family could ignore her authority, yet this man's words showed complete disregard for that authority.

This meant either he knew very little about her or he considered her insignificant.

"Then one day... I received some information."

"Information that could deal a severe blow to the Director."

He couldn't suppress his smile just imagining it.

"As soon as I learned it, I blackmailed her."

"As expected, she tried to threaten me back, but what could that woman do?"

"I was the one holding the knife."

"If anything, it proved how desperately she wanted to keep that information hidden."

"So I made her an offer to keep it secret."

"The condition was that when our family fell into danger or requested help,"

"She would lend her power once."

Despite being a nobleman, there was no hesitation in his admission of blackmail.

Rather, he continued speaking as if this were perfectly normal.

"But how could I trust a verbal promise?"

"So I made a mana contract with her."

"The conditions were exactly as I said, and in return, I would never spread this information."

After finishing, he frowned at the boy still groaning and touching his wounds.

"Do you know what that woman told me today?"

["I kept my contract. So you cannot break yours."]

"At first, I said she was talking nonsense.
After all, I never asked for her help!"

"Do you know what she said then?"

His face contorted even more as he recalled the moment.

***

'Strange. I believe there was one more condition in our contract?'

'What are you talking about?!'

'Wasn't the contract condition [to help when your family is in danger] included?'

'In what way is my family in danger?!'

As if finding his shouting unsightly, she brushed back her hair with a slight laugh and continued.

'You have a son, don't you?'

'Yes, but why bring that up suddenly?'

'Your son almost died today, and I prevented it.'

'Wh-what?'

'If your son dies, your family loses its direct lineage and bloodline. Isn't that a [family crisis]?'

While she laughed as if amused, his face remained filled with unabated anger.

'Th-that's sophistry!!'

'What is sophistry?'

The smiling woman from moments ago was gone, replaced by one whose serious expression seemed to chill the surrounding air.

'I justly did not interfere in any incident and helped your family escape a crisis.'

'As proof, the contract hasn't been voided.'

'My mana is still intact.'

When people who use mana contracts violate them, they immediately lose all their mana, making it the easiest way to determine a breach of contract.

'I kept my promise.'

'So you must keep yours as well.'

'Otherwise, it won't end with just losing your mana.'

As she spoke, the air around them grew heavy, pressuring the man.

Despite his great anger, the man could only nod.

***

Recalling that situation, the man became enraged again and struck the boy with a chair.

CRASH—

"Keu...eok..."

"Now do you understand what you've done?"

"Ke...keheuk..."

Throwing the broken chair to the floor, he leaned against the desk and said:

"With her power, I could have become Emperor."
"..."
"The entire Empire could have been at my feet."
"..."
"But!!! You ruined it all!!!!"

He threw a book from the desk at the boy's head, and the boy could only complain of a headache.

"Do you know how much I paid the information guild to get information on her?!!"

THUD—

"And what about the donations to the Academy?!!"

THUD—

"And the hush money to prevent other nobles from getting that information!!!"

THUD—

"A full 5,000 gold coins!! 5,000 gold coins!!!"

Despite the continuous pain, the boy's mouth fell open at the unexpectedly enormous sum.

Investigating her background carried unimaginable risks, naturally driving up the price of her information—from the investigation fee to the hush money.

But he was curious about something else.

Even a duke's family wouldn't have that much money readily available, so how did his family afford it?

Only this man knew the secret of the numerous tax evasions and exploitation of farmers' blood and sweat that made it possible.

Though it would merit severe punishment if discovered, he believed he could get away with it in a country where he would soon become Emperor.

But today, that dream had crumbled in an instant.

Because of his toad-like son whom he had cherished so much.

"Why couldn't you just die there, why couldn't you have stabbed yourself in the neck?!"

"Fa...Father..."

"Silence!! You are no longer my son as of today."

"Wh-what?!"

"Get out of my house this instant!! You fool!!"

"I-I'm sorry!! I was wrong!! Father!!"

"Hey! Throw this thing outside!!"

Soon servants grabbed his arms and legs and dragged him from the room. He cried out for his father, but no answer came.

"Let go of me!! Do you know who I am?!"

"We're sorry, young master."

With a whoosh, he was thrown out the front gate, which closed firmly behind him.

First, he denied it.

Then, he became angry.

Finally, he accepted it.

The fact that he had been abandoned.

His tears wouldn't dry as he walked, and his sense of injustice threatened to burst forth.

All he had tried to do was teach a lesson to someone he couldn't stand.
He kept wondering how things had come to this.

Muttering words mixed with resentment and curses, he entered an alley.

Realizing that the street sounds had suddenly disappeared, the boy became alert.

After waiting for a while with nothing appearing, he dismissed it as his imagination and was about to leave the alley when—

SWOOSH—

The space behind him distorted, and a man appeared.

He wore a white smiling jester mask and covered his entire body with a large black robe.

Anyone would have considered him suspicious.

As the boy cautiously watched the man who had suddenly appeared, an unnatural voice emerged from the man's throat.

A voice that couldn't be considered human.

"Don't you... want revenge?"

It was an unexpected question.

He couldn't identify the man before him, yet somehow this stranger knew of his desire for revenge?

The boy kept his mouth shut, saying nothing.

The corners of the man's mask seemed to turn upward.

"Who are you..."

"Ahahaha!! I haven't introduced myself."

"I asked who you are!!"

"I am 'Kunbel'."

"Kunbel? Never heard of you."

"That's because I'm a fairy. A fairy who grants wishes."

He dismissed it as nonsense.
Walking around looking like that and claiming to be a fairy.

He looked more like a demon or a Demonic human.

Ignoring the man's words, the boy tried to leave the alley, but then a feeling began to grow inside him.

The feeling that he wanted someone to hear his grievances.

The day's events had been so shocking that the boy gradually began to open up to him, and after hearing the whole story, the man called Kunbel's mask seemed to smile even more.

"My! How unfair this must be for you!!"

"Yes... it's not my fault...
why should I suffer like this!"

"Don't you want revenge?"

"Of course I do!!"

But soon the boy hung his head.
He knew how powerless he was.

He couldn't even defeat the guy he had looked down on,
let alone the Director.

As he despaired at having no means for revenge, the masked figure approached him again.

"I will... give you power."

"Power...?"

"Power to take revenge!!!"

"How...?"

Hearing his question, the masked man produced a purple crystal from somewhere and handed it to him.

"You just need to embed it in your body."

"Why should I trust you?"

"I don't particularly care if you don't embed it?
But didn't you say you needed power?"

Unable to deny the man's words, the boy gritted his teeth until they made a grinding sound and took the crystal placed in his hand.

"What do you want..."

"Hmm... I just want to see your revenge!!"

"That's all...?"

"What else would I need? Kekek."

As the boy was about to leave the creepy laughing man behind, the man caught him once more and handed him a piece of paper.

"What's this now?"

"Use it when you want to kill someone."

"..."

"Even if you can't escape the Director's eyes at the Academy...
you can briefly blind her."

"How do I use it?"

"Think of the person you want to kill while filling this paper with killing intent, writing down these characters."

As he spoke, the man handed him another paper filled with unfamiliar characters.

"And if you tear this paper in front of the person you want to kill?!!!"

"...What happens?"

"You'll be transported to a space where only you and that person exist."

"K-kuhehe, fine, I'll do as you say."

With a wish of good luck, the man disappeared again.

As he vanished, the street sounds that had gone quiet began to return.

All that remained in the alley were leaves blowing in the wind and a figure slowly walking away.

"I will... definitely kill you..."

Along with those inexplicable muttered words.

Ch.27 - Midterm Evaluation (2)
After the midterm evaluation began, the professors gathered the students from their respective classes.

Their teaching assistants distributed bracelets to the students, warning them that losing the bracelet would result in disqualification, so they should be careful.

They announced that groups would move through the portal to the island as they became ready.

After the professor finished giving instructions, I decided to look for Rianna first. I wanted to check what she had brought with her.

Since Rianna had a distinctive appearance, I found her relatively quickly. However, she was surrounded by several students. Judging by her uncomfortable expression, they didn't seem to be friendly acquaintances.

Curious about their conversation, I secretly approached to eavesdrop. Due to the surrounding noise, I had to get quite close to hear them.

"I already said no."

"Pretty face and proud attitude too—I like you even more!"

"..."

Based on Rianna's frown and the conversation, it seemed that this group, led by that guy, was courting her.

She was desperately refusing and showing her dislike with her entire body, but the leader seemed completely oblivious to her expressions.

Now, what should I do?

What else? I'll just watch quietly and step in when it's over.

I had no intention of risking conflict with other students unnecessarily.

Besides, if they delayed too long without departing, the professors would come to warn them, so they couldn't continue like this indefinitely.

Having made up my mind, I casually lit a cigarette.

***

"Ugh, I really can't stand this guy!!"

That was what Rianna was swallowing in her mind, barely restraining herself from saying it out loud.

But if this situation continued, she wasn't sure she could hold back those words.

It was understandable—despite her clear refusal, this person had brought his cronies to surround her and was passionately courting her.

This man, who introduced himself as Derick, the second son of a viscount family named Ruben, was demanding that she become his wife.

His condescending tone, as if he were bestowing charity upon a commoner, and his smug expression were extremely off-putting.

His body was covered in rolls of fat like a pig, and his face couldn't exactly be described as handsome either.

Nevertheless, he seemed to believe that becoming his wife would be her happiness and that she would naturally accept his proposal.

Of course, she refused his offer at first. While she didn't discriminate based on appearance, it was unreasonable to consider someone who demanded she become his wife upon first meeting as normal.

Yet he wouldn't back down.

He persistently listed all the things he liked about her, and when she tried to escape out of boredom, she found several students who appeared to be his cronies already positioned around her.

Struggling to suppress her desire to punch him in the face as he continued his courtship, she mentally sent distress signals to the one who might be looking for her.

*Jenison must be looking for me to prepare...*

*When are you coming...!!*

*Has he still not found me...?*

As she continued sending these unheard pleas for help, she turned her head away from Derick's face that had come too close, and then spotted him nearby—comfortably puffing away at a cigarette.

At first, she was relieved.

She believed he would get her out of this situation. But no matter how much time passed, he just kept smoking his cigarette.

*What are you doing..!! Jenison!!*

When he showed no signs of making the first move, she eventually signaled to him—with gestures that anyone would recognize as urgent pleas for help.

But his expression remained utterly indifferent.

Rianna knew that expression. It was commonly seen among students at the Academy, especially at the training grounds—the expression of those waiting their turn, accompanied by the thought, "When will this end?"

Realizing this, Rianna felt somewhat angry.

She had felt they'd become friends while working as teammates, relieving her guilt toward him in the process.

Yet here he was, watching from afar with that expression while his friend was clearly in trouble!

Abandoning hope for his help, she considered how to escape this situation herself and came up with a definite plan—one that would both get her safely through this situation and teach Jenison a lesson.

"Young Master Derick."

"Oh, yes! Have you decided to become my wife?"

"No!! I have something to do!"

After firmly expressing her refusal again, she immediately ran to Jenison and grabbed his arm, pulling it toward her chest.

He looked extremely bewildered at having his arm grabbed, and seeing his dumbfounded expression, Rianna smiled again—a smile no man could resist.

"I'm sorry, Young Master Derick."

"W-what are you doing?!"

"I now have something to do with this person '*alone*'... so I'll be going."

Saying that, she grabbed his arm and started running, leaving behind a pig-like man whose face had turned bright red with anger.

***

"Huff... huff..."

"Hey... would you let go of this now?"

"Ah! S-sorry."

I've been completely played.

It was a situation that would draw attention whether I liked it or not. I didn't expect her to use such tactics.

I could tell she had noticed my presence earlier—her gestures toward me made that obvious.

But I didn't think I needed to step in, so I ignored her, hoping it would end quickly. I never thought she'd get revenge like this.

How did I appear to that student?

Judging by his expression when she grabbed my arm, he probably saw me as the man who stole his woman.

It's actually ridiculous.

Rianna had clearly rejected him multiple times. Isn't the one continuing to court her despite rejection the unseemly one?

But if he had thought that way, he would have stopped confessing in the first place.

Anyway, his anger would now be directed at me or Rianna, and we've just gained a needless enemy during the midterm evaluation.

Thinking about it made me annoyed with her again. She should have rejected him properly and left quickly—what was she doing?

With that thought, I chopped the top of her head with the side of my hand, infusing it with resentment.

She immediately put her hands on her head and glared at me, but remembering her recent actions, she quickly looked away.

"...What's done is done, let's think about it later. So... what did you bring?"

"Oh! This!"

Saying that, she took something out of her bag and showed it to me.

With a proud expression, what she showed me was a very ordinary stone.

"...A stone?"

"Yes! I can transform this however I want! Since it has a simple structure, it doesn't use much mana!"

"...Won't there be stones on the island too?"

"...Oh."

She apparently hadn't thought that far, and I heard her sigh before I put my hand to my forehead.

Actually, it wasn't entirely a bad choice.

Stones have a simple structure and are light, so they could be thrown and transformed mid-air.

But there was no clear advantage.

Frankly, there would definitely be stones on the island, and if she was going to bring something, food would have been better.

Rather, bringing stones instead of other items could be considered a greater loss.

Seeing the deepening wrinkles on my face, she started showing me other things she had brought—food, potions, and so on—insisting she had packed more than just stones.

Although I was very displeased about the stones, it was too late to pack something else.

Due to our recent altercation, we were already behind the other students, and since the evaluation wouldn't start until all students arrived, we were now receiving stern looks from the professors.

If we delayed too long, we might even be penalized, so we decided to depart as we were.

"Do you remember what we need to do as soon as we arrive?"

"Uh... yes! You mean gathering food, right?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Our goal was obviously to survive as long as possible to get a good score, so gathering food was essential.

The island was home to various animals, and fruit grew on the trees, they said.

The more students trying to survive for a long time, the higher the demand for food would become, and eventually, food would naturally become scarce.

Therefore, we needed to gather food first and conserve it as much as possible.

She seemed to understand my point well, as her bag was full of food supplies she had brought.

Since I could make most basic cooking tools, she was able to pack that much more food.

We packed our belongings again and moved to the portal location.

By the time we arrived, all the other students had already gone through, and the remaining ones were lined up, entering the portal one by one.

The professor gestured for us to hurry up, and after having our names checked off the list, we stepped toward the glowing blue surface of the portal.

In that moment, the world around us transformed.

Ch.28 - Mid-Term Evaluation (3)
As soon as I entered the portal, dizziness struck me. When I briefly closed my eyes and opened them again, the scenery had completely changed.

If I had to describe it in one word: forest. Yes, an enormous forest.

The Academy professors and assistants who had been around me were gone. The noisy sounds of the streets had vanished.

Silence and green.

That's what my eyes saw and what I felt. Occasionally, I could hear the sounds of insects and wind, and with every step, the grass crunched beneath my feet.

Being in such an open space, even momentarily, gave me an incredible sense of freedom.

But that feeling didn't last long as a youthful voice resonated throughout the island.

"Greetings, Academy students."

The students' voices responded in unison, echoing throughout the forest.

She was the most famous magician in the Empire and the chairperson of the Academy, a truly renowned figure.

"We will now begin the Academy's midterm evaluation."

"Whatever you do, if you survive longer than others, you'll achieve good results."

"Don't worry if you receive attacks that threaten your life."

"The bracelet you're wearing will absorb any life-threatening attacks on your behalf."

"Of course, when such an attack is absorbed, the wearer's information will be sent to the Academy, and you'll be automatically disqualified."

"I strongly advise you to keep your bracelet on at all times. If it falls off your body, you'll be considered disqualified."

"If you betray your team members, your entire team will be disqualified. The number of remaining students can also be tracked through the bracelets."

"If you can no longer continue, remove your bracelet, and instructors will escort you out of the forest."

"Extra points will be awarded to those who defeat forest monsters or eliminate other students."

"I wish you all safety."

As her speech ended, the echoing voice stopped, and a timer appeared on my bracelet, Rianna's, and probably every student's.

The displayed time: 4 days, 23 hours, 59 minutes.
We probably need to survive for 5 days.

Despite only a short time passing since the timer appeared, explosion sounds began coming from several directions.

Probably students already engaged in combat.

Rianna and I had already discussed our plan, which was to avoid combat.

"Um... should I go pick some fruit first?"

"Please do. I'll set up the tent."

"Got it!"

We didn't have many other options. Neither Rianna nor I possessed exceptional combat abilities at the Academy.

Our plan was simply to endure, run away when necessary, and survive.

We could earn enough bonus points just by finding and dealing with monsters occasionally.

Fortunately, since we could both handle creation and transformation magic, survival wouldn't be difficult as long as we avoided combat.

So naturally, keeping watch became part of my responsibilities. I decided to set up our tent near the river and place traps a short distance away.

During my time as an assassin, I avoided capture longer than others by using traps to disguise deaths as accidents.

Well, I was eventually caught and dismembered anyway.

But it didn't matter if I set lethal traps since the Academy's bracelets would prevent actual deaths.

I could easily make simple landmines, and it was fine to coat leaves with poison—meaning I could go all out with my traps.

With that in mind, I started creating traps, which didn't take as long as I expected.

I set up landmines near the tent, coated leaves with poison, dug pits with iron bars at the bottom, and installed all kinds of traps. Any ordinary student who approached would surely be neutralized.

I also laid snares made of steel wire and set up crossbows that would fire when threads were broken. I was determined to use every trap technique I'd learned during my assassination days.

Satisfied with my work, I returned to the tent to find Rianna already there, munching on fruits she had gathered.

She waved at me and gestured for me to join her.

"Where have you been?"

"I had some business to take care of nearby."

"Hmm... really? Try this!"

The fruit she offered me was red like an apple but small and round like a strawberry.

Since I'd never seen it before, I hesitated to eat it.

Noticing my hesitation, she began explaining about the fruit.

She told me it was called "Belfi," and that when fully ripe, it turns red, along with other detailed information.

As her explanation showed no signs of ending, I just put the Belfi in my mouth and was surprised by how much sweeter it was than I expected, my pupils dilating involuntarily.

Pleased that I liked the fruit, she passed me more.

As we ate without thinking, the evening glow began to creep up.

The evaluation had started in the afternoon, so it made sense that night was falling.

And now was when nocturnal animals would become active.

Our bags were full of meat and other foods hard to find in the wild.

Carnivorous wild animals would certainly be attracted to them.

For this reason, we needed to take turns keeping watch, and I decided to let her take the first shift.

Anyone experienced with night watches knows that most people prefer taking the first shift.

And with just the two of us, the advantages of going first were even more pronounced.

But since this was her first time keeping watch, and I had been gradually reducing my sleep time, and—decisively—because it felt awkward for a man and woman to sleep in the same tent simultaneously, I decided to take the later shift for efficiency's sake.

The decisive reason might seem pathetic, but what does it matter? I could count on one hand the number of times I'd embraced a woman in my life.

Living an unstable life, my experiences with women were limited to stress relief at brothels, so sleeping comfortably in this atmosphere was too difficult for me.

So I sent her into the tent and sat on a chair I'd created, listening to the crackling of the bonfire for a while when I heard something.

A sound like a wolf howling or a cat purring. Then came the sound of something moving through the grass in one direction.

I immediately stood up and created a dagger in my hand, then threw it toward the sound.

To be sure, I created and threw another dagger, and soon heard the sound of the daggers hitting something.

Thud!!
Yelp──

After confirming I'd hit something, I ran to where I'd thrown the daggers to check.

There lay a wolf, apparently killed instantly.

Normally, I would have started butchering it right away, but this time I only pulled out my daggers.

Because the direction of the footsteps I'd heard earlier wasn't from here.

"Come out."

"Hehehe, you have good ears, don't you?"

The moonlight briefly illuminated us, revealing the figure of a man.

A face that couldn't honestly be called handsome, belonging to a man who seemed far from athletic.

"...Was it you?"

"Your attitude is quite insolent. A commoner?"

It was Derick Ruben, the student who had been persistently courting Rianna, ignoring her countless rejections.

I had been extremely tense, but seeing him made me relax instantly.

He didn't seem to like my relaxed expression, and his eyebrows raised slightly.

"I don't know why you're relieved, but I have one business here."

"...?"

"Hand over that woman from before. She's going to be my wife."

Is he still not getting it? Shouldn't he have taken the hint after being rejected so many times?

The confidence and boldness on his face suggested he hadn't even registered the fact that he'd been rejected.

"Didn't she say no?"

"Huh?! She's obviously just playing hard to get. What commoner wouldn't want to be my wife?"

I think even I would refuse.
Honestly, even if I were an extremely poor woman, I wouldn't want to marry someone like him.

If I, a man, feel this way, I can't imagine what a woman would say hearing such things.

"But why are you asking me to hand her over?"

"Isn't she your lover or something?"

????
If he thought Rianna and I were lovers, was he saying he wanted to take my lover as his wife?

It might have been my imagination, but his golden hair seemed particularly shiny in the moonlight.

My expression gradually twisted as my thoughts about him converged into one:

Lunatic
Social evil
Pure garbage

If I couldn't defeat trash like him, my midterm evaluation grade would be as good as gone.

And getting rid of such garbage would also help Rianna, I thought strongly.

Besides, I'd been thinking it was time to handle daggers again.

A pig like him who didn't even bother to prepare himself would be perfect practice.

With that thought, I threw a dagger at the face of the boasting fool who hadn't made any defensive preparations, and uttered one word:

"No."

Ch.29 - Mid-Term Evaluation (4)
"Hehehe... I knew it. What a pathetic fool. If you had just stayed put, you wouldn't have gotten hurt."

With a snap of his fingers, three burly men appeared around him, casually stepping forward.

Each one had a tall stature and sturdy build, clearly indicating they were capable fighters.

So what was he planning to do with these men? They certainly weren't going to be putting their arms around each other's shoulders and playing games.

There was only one possibility I could think of. Rianna, sleeping soundly in the tent behind me. That must be his target.

"Can you handle this?" I asked.

"What's the problem? I'm just reclaiming my unfaithful wife."

Seeing the corner of his mouth twist as if he genuinely didn't understand the issue made me cover my mouth in disgust.

There's nothing more troublesome than dealing with a beast wearing human skin, so I decided not to waste any more words.

"If only you had quietly handed her over..."

"Is she an object? Even if she were, she certainly doesn't seem to be yours."

"...So you won't go down easily. Rough him up a bit and search that tent."

With those words, he gestured to those around him, and the man behind Derik sat down comfortably.

Following his orders, the men slowly approached me.

"How did you bring these people here?"

"What do you mean how? They're fellow students, aren't they?"

"...With those bodies?"

"Well, they're practically my servants, you know."

Ah, so they are students after all. Now that I look closer, they're all wearing bracelets.

With those builds as students? That's shameless.

Heights that looked to be around 180-190 cm and muscles that didn't match the age of students.

Anyone who didn't know better would definitely mistake them for local thugs.

"Enough chatting. Hand over my wife now—"

"Get lost."

Perhaps feeling that his attempt at mercy had been rejected, after I cut him off, his face reminded me of the red pig from earlier.

Not long after, the large man in front of me approached, making cracking sounds with his hands.

This is a familiar feeling. My breathing quickens, and all my nerves throughout my body focus.

I remember getting beaten to a pulp every time I tried to feel this sensation. They said what you learn while getting hit never leaves you. I took dozens, hundreds of hits every day without being able to resist.

Around the 17th day of being beaten, I finally managed to dodge one hit.

It was mostly luck that I avoided it, but I still dodged it. Because of that one dodge, they said I showed potential and made me take twice as many hits as others while learning again.

I lived getting hit over and over, and once I could dodge to some extent, they started bringing weapons.

First, simple wooden blocks. Training ended when I'd been hit hard enough to break the solid piece of wood that fit in one hand.

Next came iron clubs. Training ended when bones showed signs of breaking or when they got tired of hitting me.

Finally, various bladed weapons. From this point on, the concept of "ending" became vague. They never stopped until I was on the verge of death from blood loss.

Swords, daggers, spears, chakrams, and more.

I experienced every tool imaginable with my body, and only after passing all that training could I learn assassination.

What this means is that I was one of the people who survived that brutal training, and I was thoroughly trained in combat against people.

In other words, what does it mean when these guys who I have no need or thought to go easy on are standing in front of me?

It means they're dead, that's what.

***

"Where could my wife be~ Hehehe..."

Derik whistled cheerfully, thinking today was his lucky day.

He had successfully formed a team with men he'd recruited with money and was happy about the chance to do well on the midterm evaluation.

After meeting her today, it felt like his luck was working again.

He had embraced many women before, but never had he seen a beauty like her.

Her rare long sky-blue hair contrasted with emerald eyes.

It seemed no jewel in the world could be as beautiful as she was.

When he heard that she was a commoner, he became even more confident.

For a poor commoner like her, marrying a noble like him and bearing his children would be a perfect opportunity for social advancement, wouldn't it?

It didn't matter if she refused.

He thought it was just a tactic to increase her value, and her aloofness only made her more attractive.

That is, until she walked away holding another man's arm.

"I'm your husband!! This is adultery!!"

Though he didn't say it out loud because there were many watching eyes, anger rose to the top of his head.

When he realized the man whose arm she was holding was Jenison, he became even more jealous.

Did she prefer that guy, known as the Delinquent, over him?

When he remembered that she had been bullied by him, it made even less sense, but he tried his best to think it through, and finally his thoughts pointed to one conclusion:

She was being threatened.

Otherwise, there was no way her heart would turn away from him for some commoner whose time was almost up.

So he thought he needed to deal with the man for the sake of their love.

He gathered the strongest members of his team and had them search for him.

When they found him, she wasn't there, but they could probably find her by searching the tent behind him.

But before meeting her, he decided to teach that shameless guy who dared to steal his wife and refused to give her back a lesson about his place.

He made up his mind to just break his limbs and throw him to the monsters for safe disposal.

"And after that... hehehe."

Imagining the happy events that would follow, he subtly rubbed his crotch.

Unable to wait any longer, he decided to head to the tent first.

"Aaaaargh!!"

"Wh-what!"

That's when he heard not the annoying voice of that man, but the voice of his team member.

***

Slow. Ridiculously slow.

I could clearly see his right fist, which had only developed muscle and nothing else, flying toward my face.

I dodged it simply by moving my face to the side, then created a dagger in my left hand and sliced the inside of his wrist.

The large man screamed when he saw his wrist dangling, and everyone's attention turned to me, startled by the scream.

I rushed toward him as he held his wrist in confusion at the sudden turn of events.

After assessing the situation, he took a defensive stance, trying to back away while watching the dagger in my left hand.

Seeing this, I lowered my posture and continued charging forward. Due to his large build, I had no choice but to attack from below.

He seemed to think the same, leaning his upper body forward as if to block my attack.

Unfortunately for him, my left hand wasn't the only thing he should have been wary of.

I created a small sickle in my right hand and swung it horizontally at his leg.

*Thunk*

His face filled with bewilderment, as if he hadn't expected an attack to his lower body. I pulled his leg toward me with my right hand.

He screamed in pain as his leg was torn and fell backward. I climbed on top of him in that position.

With one hand disabled, he couldn't even break his fall properly.

Taking what's commonly called a mount position, I used the dagger I was still holding to stitch his vital points.

Throat, liver, and finally, heart.

Since his throat was stabbed first, he couldn't even scream as he closed his eyes miserably. The others who saw this were visibly terrified.

"He... he killed him!!"

"He's a murderer!! What are the professors doing?!"

I heard the remaining students shouting, but I ignored them. It didn't matter since those mouths would be shut soon anyway.

Leaving the fallen man behind, I was slowly approaching the others when I sensed someone behind me.

"Ah... I need to take this one away quickly..."

I heard an unfamiliar voice from behind and reflexively threw my dagger backward.

However, he dodged it easily, and as he continued to show interest only in the fallen man,

The moonlight illuminated him, and I finally realized he was a professor.

It was Fred, the infirmary professor who had run away from his duties when dealing with the Saintess last time.

The remaining students also realized he was a professor and began clamoring, calling me a murderer and begging him to deal with me quickly.

But he just looked puzzled, asking why he should do that as he picked up the fallen student.

"Y-you're a professor!!"

"And right now is the midterm evaluation time. I'm only here to treat this guy."

"H-he's dead!"

"He's not dead. Look at the wounds."

Following his words, we looked closely at the wounds and noticed that the heart wound had somehow disappeared.

"Didn't you get the explanation? The bracelet will protect you once from attacks that threaten your life."

"Th-then why did he col—"

"It makes you faint in exchange for protection. Therefore, no student has broken any rules."

Hearing him tell us to continue with the evaluation, I decided to carry on with what I was doing.

The remaining students were quick to catch on and began to flee, leaving behind Derik, who was still lying on his back, trembling.

I didn't bother chasing after them.

I approached Derik, who was left alone, and what came to mind when I saw him was "weak."

His whole body was shaking, and he wasn't moving. A sour smell began to emanate from somewhere.

As I watched him, wiping the blood off my body, I slowly spoke into his ear to make sure it sank in.

"Young Master Derik, did you hear that just now?"

"I-I'm s-sorry—"

"That you absolutely cannot die here."

When he realized the situation and hurriedly tried to break the bracelet on his hand, I stopped him by stabbing a knife into the back of his hand.

Ignoring his pig-like screams, I stabbed his other hand forcefully with a knife.

Then I struck his face, which was covered in tears and snot.

"Honestly, I'd like to just kill you."

"Hiiik!!"

"But I've become curious about something."

"...?"

"What kinds of attacks are considered life-threatening?"

With Fred's appearance just now, it's practically proven that professors are watching us.

Then can they fully understand our situation remotely?

What if someone is poisoned? What if someone's chronic illness worsens? What if they can't see how much blood someone has lost?

Can this evaluation truly guarantee safety?

As I explained these facts to him one by one, his complexion grew even paler.

"I'm going to put poison in your body now."

"Wh-what?!"

"Don't worry. The antidote is easy to obtain."

His eyes showed a glimmer of relief at my words, but his complexion worsened again with what I said next.

I'm going to tie you to a tree. And around it, I'll create a structure that will produce smoke from a fire or hide you.

If that happens, how will the professors know your condition and come to find you? And can this bracelet even prevent poisoning?

With my final words, the sour smell around him intensified, and the ground beneath him became wet.

Not long after, his reactions subsided, and I realized he had fainted from fear.

Since it was also time to end my watch, I roughly tied him up.

Then I decided to wake her up by poking the cheek of the woman sleeping soundly, oblivious to the world.

I would leave his fate to her, who was also a victim.
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I woke up Rianna and showed him to her.
Her reaction was quite satisfying to see.

Like she'd witnessed something utterly repulsive.
A genuine feeling of contempt.

She turned all sorts of colors in disgust
and tried to avoid even the slightest conversation with Derik.

Naturally, I had no choice but to administer punishment as I saw fit.

When I drove stakes through his limbs and heart as I pleased,
her expression was quite the spectacle.

An expression I was becoming accustomed to by now.
One I'd seen often at the Academy.

After asking her to keep watch around us, I closed my eyes briefly in the tent,
and when I opened them again, I was in a completely different space.

***

A blindingly pure white space

Before it, an out-of-place black door

Without realizing it, I opened the door as if entranced

That moment felt like falling into an endless ocean.
Like Icarus plummeting as the sun melted his wings

In that pitch-black space, I felt completely isolated.

Falling and falling, as if reaching the bottom of the deep sea,
my body hit something and stopped

At that moment, a voice echoed in my head.

"...to you ■■..."

"...the price is to offer ■■..."

"...may ■■ ■■ be with you..."

What is this...

Though I could hear the words, I couldn't understand them.

Was that really a voice?

Who does "you" refer to,
what does "price" mean,
and what does it wish for the person it calls "you"?

***

The moment I heard the words, my head felt like it would split,
and with the continuing pain and someone's touch,
my eyes opened involuntarily.

My body was drenched in cold sweat,
and every muscle in my body was screaming.

Soon I realized it was a dream,
and I decided to dismiss it as nonsense.

As I sat up, something fell from my head,
and I noticed it was a wet cloth.

My forehead felt damp, as if wet with something.

"Are you... okay?"

"..."

As soon as I turned my head, I saw her face,
and I was at a loss for words.

Her clothes, which should have been clean while on watch,
were covered in dirt, with cuts and traces of magic
visible in several places.

Since the tent was intact, it couldn't have been students who came,
which automatically raised questions.

About why she ended up like this.

"I... fell into a t-trap..."

"A trap?"

"You looked like you were in pain... I went to the river to get a wet cloth..."

"And there were traps that you stepped on?"

"Yes..."

She had no reason to be dejected.
After all, those were traps I had set.

But this created a problem.
The tent, which had been protected by various traps,
could no longer be secured.

It would take time to rebuild the traps I had carefully crafted.

Even with all that effort, after seeing yesterday's wolf,
it was hard to feel truly safe.

Wild animals are sensitive to human scent,
so they probably wouldn't get caught easily.

With that in mind, we decided to modify our strategy.

We would move in various directions to hunt magical beasts.

Searching for and confronting students
carried the risk of insufficient strength.

Alone, I might somehow manage assassinations,
but she would inevitably be in danger if left alone.

Therefore, it seemed more efficient to stay together and
earn bonus points by hunting magical beasts rather than students.

"Then I'll clean up the tent!"

"You don't have to..."

"Jenison... you're hurt, right? Let me handle this much!"

Though uneasy, I left the cleanup to her and
decided to process the wolf we caught yesterday.

Since I hadn't done any processing after catching it,
all sorts of insects were swarming the carcass.

Ignoring that as best I could, I drained the blood from the body.

Blood has always been a good alchemical material.

Magic circles drawn with blood are said to have great effects,
summoning ominous beings always involves blood,
and there's even a belief that to become another being, one must eat part of it.

Therefore, blood was an indispensable ingredient among the most common
alchemical materials, and I intended to use it as well.

Since it's also used in curse materials,
it would surely be useful somewhere.

After draining blood for quite some time,
she had already finished cleaning up and came to me.

As I had something to ask her,
I spoke to her without turning around.

"Rianna, what are the limits of your transformation ability?"

"Limits...?"

As always, every ability has its limits.
Those vary according to one's talent and the effort put in.

That would apply to her talent as well.
As far as I know, transformation has no definite medium.

Since there's no set standard for what can be a target,
theoretically, it could change anything into anything else.

And that applied to the created objects as well.

"Rianna, can you transform objects into mana?"

"...What?"

"Just as I said, can you transform objects into mana or magical power?"

"Of course not! How could I transform something I can't even see!"

"Then what about magic circles?"

"What...?"

"Is it possible?"

Magic circles have substance.
They have their own unique forms.

If one understands the composition of a magic circle,
could they transform it into something else?

It must be an idea she never considered.
The woman before me is now seriously contemplating it.

Could she keep up with the speed of a magic circle's deployment?
Could she quickly notice what the caster is constructing?
And could she immediately think of another magic circle to replace it?

There would be many obstacles.
It might take a long time to solve these issues.
But the reason she's considering it is because

it seems possible.

It's literally an unimaginable ideal.

Magic circles are counted among the most delicate works,
failing to activate if even a single line is misplaced.

But what if one could interfere with another's magic circle at will?

There would be no greater hell for magicians,
while for oneself, it would establish an incredibly convenient battle.

"Can you do it?"

"Not yet... not yet..."

With those words, I asked no further questions.
That was as good as getting a definite answer from her.

***

As time passes, the number of students begins to decrease.

The original count of about 250 students had already dropped to around 180,
and the bracelet displayed a list of students who had eliminated other students.

The most famous ones were, of course, Isabella and Princess Kiana.

Isabella, who rarely mingled with anyone,
and the princess, who gathered members for her faction and ruled over them.

The commonality between these two very different people was their strength.

Setting aside strategies that only people like them could use,
we decided to look for magical beasts and began searching the forest.

Just as we were appreciating peaceful scenery like squirrels in trees
and open valleys, the scent of blood began to linger around us,
and the surrounding air gradually became strange.

Squirrels retreated into hiding,
wild boars that had been peacefully grazing began running in excitement,
and birds that had been singing in the inner trees all took flight.

The leaves began to tremble slowly,
and as the unpleasant, ferrous smell grew stronger,
we continued to witness abnormal animal behavior.

Sensing something wrong,
we determined that something was there, inside,

and slowly, holding our breath, we began approaching the direction of the blood scent.

***

Magical Beast (魔物)

A twisted being born from the remnants of magical power

A byproduct that can be born anywhere magic exists

Taking the form of anything, each possessing different powers.

And such beings existed on this island as well.

Its body took the form of a massive wolf,
its eyes were a chilling red,
and embedded in its forehead was a purple magic stone symbolizing magical beasts.

Too bizarre to be called a creature,
too vividly alive to be called an object.

Its howl was too different in caliber to be called a wolf's,
its movements too unnatural for an animal,
and its body shape too inconsistent to identify clearly.

But it certainly existed.

Blood seeped from what appeared to be its front legs,
the liquid from its mouth was dissolving the ground,

and the rising black energy made one imagine a demon.

The flesh it was devouring greedily was unidentifiably
mangled.

Blood splattered everywhere, inducing nausea.

Animals had long since distanced themselves from it,
and even people sensed something ominous and didn't approach.

Nearby, trees had been uprooted in devastation,
and all the rocks bore claw marks.

A beast that targeted only the necks of people hiding behind those rocks

That wolf, exhaling black energy and standing proudly alone,
was Birang, the King of Black Wolves.
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Finding a place where the smell of blood lingered wasn't difficult.

The further we went, the more we found traces of explosions and remnants of mana flowing in the air.

As we ventured deeper, the surrounding scenery became increasingly absurd.

Soon, acrid smoke obscured our vision, and the overwhelming smell of burning assaulted our nostrils.

When the smoke cleared, we could see numerous students.

It was hard to find anyone uninjured, even as a figure of speech. The place was filled with people bleeding from their arms, wearing splints on their legs, and crying out in pain.

The ground was littered with what appeared to be torn black material and shattered mana stone fragments.

"Hey! Are you okay?"

"I... I can't take it anymore... *sob*..."

"I... I give up!"

From the current situation, I could tell they had fought against magical beasts, but had they really been injured this badly?

Since the Academy's purpose was evaluation, two students should have been able to easily defeat one magical beast. Moreover, magical beasts lacked intelligence.

They are born from mana and crave it by nature.

Some say they desire a parental presence. Others claim their bodies are actually composed of mana. Still others believe they seek mana because it allows them to grow.

While the exact reason remains unknown, it's clearly established that they desire mana and choose slaughter as their method of obtaining it.

This is because all living creatures contain at least trace amounts of mana, which the beasts absorb by consuming them.

Their danger level can be confirmed by embedded mana stones, classified as lowest-grade, low-grade, mid-grade, high-grade, and highest-grade.

The magical beasts used for Academy evaluations are only lowest-grade to low-grade.

Even low-grade magical beasts could be captured with cooperation among students, though it might be difficult.

That's why this situation made no sense to me.

At a glance, dozens of students were injured, and the remains of numerous magical beasts were scattered about.

It was absurd for low-grade or lower magical beasts to gather in such numbers, and it was strange that so many students had sustained serious injuries despite their numbers.

With these questions in mind, I slowly advanced through this horrific scene until I spotted a particular student.

A male figure surrounded by many people.

His body adorned with numerous artifacts, a man calmly trying to make sense of the situation.

Someone I had always found somewhat burdensome—

Albert, the eldest son of House Iris, was there.

***

"Haha... meeting in a situation like this?"

"What happened here?"

As Albert approached me with a renewed expression, I immediately asked the question I'd been wanting to ask.

I had no desire to encounter whatever variable had caused so many injuries despite the large number of students who had fought against it.

With the mindset of avoiding whatever variable had affected this battle, I asked him about what had happened.

And the truth that came from his mouth was enough to shock me.

***

A few hours earlier.
Albert was dealing with the students who had flocked to his group.

"Young Master Albert, please form an alliance with our group..."

"Albert, we request an alliance..."

"Do you have any alliances yet..."

Students kept approaching him, seeking alliances with the son of one of the four ducal families and a top-ranked student.

Since they would be the ones at a disadvantage if Albert refused, they approached him almost desperately.

For Albert, these were proposals he couldn't refuse.

*Even to keep Isabella in check, building a power base wouldn't be a bad idea.*

Though he wasn't as clever as his younger sister, he was still the eldest son of Duke Iris.

He knew exactly how to assess what would benefit or harm him and how to ensure he came out ahead.

After accepting all their proposals, he soon took command of their group and manipulated the faction.

His heart swelled with confidence that he could defeat those ranked above him.

At that moment,

The reconnaissance team he had sent to scout the forest reported something strange.

They said magical beasts seemed to be gathering somewhere.

Soon, reports came in from other directions as well, indicating that magical beasts were gathering.

Since magical beasts typically didn't move in groups, the questions multiplied.

Why?
Was there a reason?
No extraordinary amount of mana could be sensed anywhere.
So why would they be gathering?

The deliberation didn't last long, thanks to a comment from one student.

"...I wonder how many bonus points we'd get for catching that many magical beasts...?"

It might have been just idle curiosity.
Or perhaps a thought they had been trying to suppress.

But hearing this, others began to seriously consider it too.

"That's right...? Magical beasts definitely give bonus points..."

"No, but that seems like too many, doesn't it?"

"...We could earn that many more points..."

They all knew it well.
They had certainly captured magical beasts on their way here, but the number couldn't compare to what they were seeing now.

The thought that the gap between them and other groups could be narrowed because of these beasts.

They couldn't stop themselves, and soon began voicing their thoughts.

"...How about we try to catch them?"

"They... they said we wouldn't die..."

"We might even rise much higher in the rankings..."

Their desires eventually gave me, who had become their leader, the choice.

And I could understand the look in their eyes all too well.

Greed.

It was the emotion my family had constantly emphasized and taught as being most important.

Disgustingly vile emotions crept into their eyes,

And before I knew it, they had crawled into my heart as well.

*If only we could catch all of them...*
*With this many people, couldn't we handle them...?*
*I still have artifact uses left... and those creatures have no intelligence...*

It felt as if someone was constantly whispering in my mind.

I became greedy.
It seemed within reach if I just extended my hand.
My emotions heightened, and I couldn't hide my excitement.

The thought that I could defeat those ranked above me wouldn't leave me, and I wasn't sure if I was making the right decision, but...

Using the cowardly excuse that 'I couldn't betray their expectations...'

I made the choice to hunt the magical beasts to satisfy my own desires.

Of course, those who had wanted this welcomed it with raised hands, and everyone went to check their equipment with a unified purpose.

Watching them, I continued to doubt my decision until the end, but I couldn't reverse it based solely on my anxiety.

With that in mind, we set out to find the magical beasts, and information came in that they were gathering in the eastern forest.

Everyone was already discussing bonus points as if they had already dealt with all the magical beasts, and they were excited, predicting their rankings.

When we were almost at the location where the magical beasts had gathered.

An uneasy feeling began to creep in.

The mana concentration in the area wasn't particularly high; it was similar to normal levels.

There was no reason for magical beasts to gather there, but I had no time to think of other possibilities.

The students around me were already itching to catch the magical beasts that were occasionally visible.

They seemed ready to rush at them the moment I gave the word.

And I, too, couldn't forget about the bonus points when faced with so many magical beasts.

Before I knew it, I found myself at the forefront, charging toward them.

Many students followed behind me, and they too seemed to have eyes only for the magical beasts.

The magical beasts noticed us and lunged at us, and so the chaotic battle began.

Tentacle forms,
Wolf shapes,
Even plant-like forms.

Various magical beasts rushed at us, and I immediately shattered the jaws of a wolf that lunged at me.

As the number of magical beasts I dealt with grew from one, two, to six, a common question arose among several students, including myself.

At some point, the magical beasts had surrounded us but stopped attacking.

I had believed magical beasts lacked intelligence.
Weren't they supposed to charge recklessly, solely for the purpose of slaughter?

Just as this thought crossed my mind, screams erupted from a space a bit further back.

"AAAAHHHH!!!"

"Wh-what is that?!"

It took only seconds for terror to settle in the eyes of the students positioned there.

And soon, I too understood the source of my persistent unease.

Why had magical beasts, supposedly lacking intelligence, gathered in one place?
Why would so many magical beasts gather in a place with no significant mana?
How could magical beasts of different forms reach a consensus?

Finally, I recalled what I had known but had pretended not to know because it seemed impossible.

A professor had explained it once.

[By the way, there are usually two reasons magical beasts form groups.]

[First, when there's enough mana gathered in one place to drive multiple magical beasts crazy.]

[Most cases are due to this reason.]

The professor had said so, and since this was the Academy's midterm evaluation, I hadn't even considered the second possibility, but now I couldn't deny it.

The second reason had actually occurred.

[And well, the second is...]

In the Academy's evaluation, most magical beasts are lowest-grade to low-grade.

I had underestimated them, thinking they would be manageable. But the scene before me was not something to be taken lightly.

It was big.
Undeniably big.

A massive wolf, about 3 meters tall, was biting a student's torso while chilling our hearts with its red eyes.

Despite being a wolf, its vertically slit pupils reminded one of a legendary dragon.

Its pitch-black form, like a shadow, dodged our attacks with ease.

The liquid from its mouth dissolved our armor, and flesh torn by its attacks scattered on the ground.

Even a small swipe of its front paw broke trees and sent students flying.

With just one howl, all the magical beasts moved in unison, and they seemed to be controlled by even the slightest growl.

[It means a magical beast capable of commanding others has appeared.]

A being that could control lowest-grade and low-grade magical beasts—a mid-grade magical beast had appeared.
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After that, what happened was obvious.

Even lower-ranked magical beasts were too much for ordinary students to handle.
Not only were these creatures moving in packs, but there was even a mid-ranked magical beast among them.

Even if this was meant to be an evaluation, wasn't this going too far?

As if agreeing with my thoughts, I could feel the resentful complaints of the injured students around me growing louder.

"Th-this is wrong!! A mid-ranked magical beast?!"

"My arm!! I need healing quickly...!!"

"No... if I fail this evaluation too... I'll..."

A pathetic noble desperately shaking his head, denying reality.
A fragile student clutching his arm, shedding tears of pain.
A commoner feeling helpless, unable to meet his family's expectations.

Their eyes reflected what looked like hell itself,
their bodies completely consumed by fear and bewilderment.

But who could they blame?

They had heard information about magical beasts gathering and got greedy.
They had agreed to the plan to wipe out all the magical beasts at once.
They had arrogantly assumed they would be the predators.

When in fact, they were the prey.

Those who recognized their mistake
remained silent, but

naturally, not everyone in a group can be so saintly.

Some people wanted to push aside their mistakes
and direct their current emotions somewhere else.

Their resentment and blame naturally began to be
directed at one member of the group.

"If only he hadn't led the way..."

"I never wanted to go in the first place... *sob*..."

The student who had taken the lead in hunting the magical beasts
was now glaring at his friend with terrifying eyes.

And occasionally, I noticed students crying endlessly,
worried about their severely injured friends.

Terribly dark emotions gathered gradually,
and they soon pointed toward one person.

"Earlier... wasn't he the first one to rush forward...?"

"He's the leader... right? Doesn't he bear responsibility?"

"He's the one who made that decision...!"

These whispers circled around the students' ears,
and before long, their gazes grew fierce.

I noticed their stares as well
and turned my attention back to Albert, who was still dejected in front of me.

His head, usually full of confidence,
was hanging low as if weighed down by a heavy burden.

His shoulders, normally broad and dependable in any situation,
were now hunched inward like those of a sick person.

His lips, tightly pressed together and bitten,
trembled uncontrollably with an emotion that could have been anger or guilt.

Seeing his condition deteriorating,
I was just thinking about making him a sedative to offer him when,

I froze in place at the sight of people emerging
from the bushes beside us.

People who should never have gathered together had all appeared.

"Um... what's going on here?"

"..!! Quickly bring those who need treatment over here!!"

"What... happened here?"

It was the Imperial Princess who truly couldn't understand the situation,
the Saintess whose eyes were spinning as she began treating patients,
and Isabella who was trying to quickly make sense of the scene.

***

"...Is that true?"

"Whether you believe it or not is up to Your Highness."

"Ugh... you!! You're looking down on me, aren't you?!"

"Not particularly."

Ignoring the Imperial Princess who was fuming and calling me a liar,
I approached Isabella, who still seemed lost in thought.

"Lady Isabella,"

"Ah... y-yes!"

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

Isabella hesitated for a moment,
fidgeting with her mouth before bowing her head and speaking.

"...Don't you find it strange...?"

"What do you mean?"

"If a mid-ranked magical beast appeared... what were the professors doing...?"

"Ah."

The professors must know.
That a mid-ranked magical beast is far beyond our capabilities.

Yet they, who were presumably watching this whole situation,
didn't appear before Albert.

If that's the case... there are two possibilities to consider.

"First, this is also part of the evaluation."

"That can't be... even the professors wouldn't want
so many students to fail like this..."

"If not that... then the professors didn't anticipate the appearance of that magical beast at all."

"...That makes even less sense, doesn't it?"

That's right.
Even as mere professors, they are people who passed the Academy's interviews.

Either their knowledge is vast, or they are exceptionally strong.

Being a professor at the Academy was proof of that fact,
and such people couldn't predict a variable that happened to appear during the evaluation?

The chances of a mouse passing through the eye of a needle would be higher.

So this must be part of the evaluation after all...

"Wh-what are we going to do now!! This is all your fault!!"

"Y-yeah!!"

"Take responsibility, Albert!!"

"..."

The sudden shouts broke my train of thought,
and I reflexively turned my head.

Several students were standing in front of Albert,
who was still sitting there dejectedly.

The rest of the students also seemed to agree with them,
silently pressuring Albert.

They blamed Albert without any sense of self-reproach,
and Albert silently accepted their resentment.

Because he was the head of the alliance who had made the wrong judgment.

Because he was the one who had gone first and led them.

Albert thought he had the responsibility to hear their complaints.

Of course, the students watching interpreted his silence as having nothing to say,
and began to speak whatever came to mind.

"What do you think you're doing?"

Of course she wouldn't let this slide.
From her perspective, this must seem completely unjust.

Even now, she probably believes that many people
shouldn't gang up on one person.

The students who had been blaming him couldn't speak freely,
perhaps because of her status.

How many people could say something like "outsiders should stay out of this"
to the Imperial Princess?

"P-Princess... that's not..."

"Do you know how cowardly you're being?"

"No... this guy was leading us...!"

"Didn't you all agree with him?"

There was a student who tried to refute her words bravely,
but the Princess's probing question made their expressions sour dramatically.

Clearly, the overwhelming majority had voted to hunt the magical beasts,
and they had also agreed.

They knew this fact and had deliberately ignored it,
but they didn't realize the Princess knew it too.

"You were all for it when you agreed, but now you're shifting blame..."

"Th-that's..."

"Isn't that too shameless?"

"..."

"I question whether you're truly honorable members of the Empire."

As she continued speaking in a tone that seemed to deny their very honor,
I could clearly see the bewilderment seeping into their eyes.

Finishing her words, the Princess turned around with a deeply disappointed look
and walked away gracefully.

Left behind were those who looked aggrieved,
and students who showed relief at not having spoken up.

As I observed their dazed expressions,
looking for something to snack on, the Princess gradually approached me.

I instinctively stepped back.

"...? Why are you avoiding me?"

"...Do you have some business with me?"

"Yes. I do. With you."

Saying that, she came right up to me,
and I was astonished by what she did next.

"...I'm... sorry."

She bowed her head to me in apology.
...The Imperial Princess to a mere commoner.

"Wh-what?!?!"

"D-did the Princess just bow her head?"

"Uh... huh?"

Exclamations of surprise and wonder burst from several people including myself,
and Isabella and the Saintess were no exception.

"...Did the Princess just apologize?"

"I didn't mean for her to go this far..."

Isabella's already large eyes grew even wider,
while the Saintess sighed, holding her forehead as if she knew something.

And I... was speechless.

No matter how I thought about it, I hadn't done anything deserving an apology.
If anything, I might be punished for injuring the Imperial Princess's body.

Yet she had apologized to me publicly, in front of all these students and possibly the professors who might be watching.

No matter how I looked at it, there was no reason to go this far...?

"...What are you apologizing for...?"

"...Are you really asking because you don't know?"

"Yes."

"Sigh... for my words and actions toward you that day."

"...Was there anything to apologize for?"

She looked at me as if to say "what kind of person is this?"
which was a bit hurtful. I'm not used to girls looking at me that way.

"It's true that I had negative feelings toward you..."

"And I treated you too harshly because of that..."

"I also apologize for judging you based on rumors..."

"I'm... I'm really sorry."

She must have agonized greatly before making this apology, but...
honestly, I'm a bit perplexed.

Suddenly? Is there a reason for such a change in attitude?

"Um... could you at least respond..."

"Ah, I'm sorry."

"O-okay... so...!"

"May I ask one thing?"

"Uh... yes...?"

"Why are you suddenly apologizing?"

"W-well..."

She twisted a strand of her hair nervously
and didn't continue speaking, making me even more curious.

Then I heard footsteps approaching us steadily,

and the Saintess, Hildegard, came to our side
and explained the reason.

"It's nothing special, but I told her about your condition."

"Hi-Hilde!!"

"It's nothing to be embarrassed about, Your Highness."

"Exactly... what did you tell her...?"

What could she have said about me that would make
the Princess lower her pride and apologize first?

The physical condition the Saintess could tell her about me is... um...

"You, did you forget that your shoulder was completely burned at that time?"

"Ah."

"That injury happened during your duel with the Princess, right?
I just mentioned in passing that it must have been extremely painful."

Looking back at the Princess, I could see she was having trouble
meeting my eyes, either from guilt or embarrassment.

She still seemed somewhat displeased about having to apologize to me,
but she looked a bit sulky...

Still, thinking it was only polite to respond to her apology,
I approached her and with a slight upturn of my lips, opened my mouth and said,

"Can I receive compensation in money or something else instead?"

The expression of the Saintess beside me, unlike mine, became quite distorted.
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"D-Different..."

"Is that not allowed? I hurt my arm too."

The princess was flustered, seemingly not expecting me to want a different reward, while the Saintess reacted with confusion at my mention of an injured arm.

Soon, the princess seemed to recall how my arm had been injured and bowed her head again.

Then, bowing even deeper, she spoke with difficulty.

"A-About your arm back then... I'm truly sorry."

"I only meant to use enough electricity to make you faint... I wasn't specifically aiming for your arm... I'm sorry..."

According to the princess, she had intended to send electricity throughout my body just to make me faint, but for some reason, it had concentrated only in my arm.

As she continued to bow her head, blaming herself for not controlling her magic properly, I thought:

*That was actually my doing...*

I couldn't help feeling a bit uncomfortable. After all, it was my doing.

But I had no intention of saying it out loud.

My injury was real, and I knew the power of the magic she used was far beyond what should be used in practice matches.

Thinking about how I could have been electrocuted all over and knocked unconscious made my desire for compensation grow even stronger.

Unable to ignore my persistent stare any longer, the princess finally made a tearful face and said:

"W-What do you want...?"

In a timid voice barely audible even to me standing beside her, she uttered the words I had been waiting for.

And I wasn't one to miss an opportunity.

***

"Albert, how long are you going to stay like that?"

"..."

After finishing my request to the princess, I approached Albert, who was still blaming himself.

This guy was unlike typical nobles—not arrogant at all.

He was one of the few nobles who believed there was little difference between commoners and themselves.

He was a strange fellow who approached commoners without hesitation and suddenly asked to be friends.

He was the one who first approached me when I was a Delinquent, and he's still the one talking to me now.

I don't know his circumstances, but he says I look troubled.

Either way, he was quite meaningful to me, so I didn't want to see him like this.

"Are you going to keep sitting there like that?"

"...Isn't it because of me?"

"What is?"

"Everyone around me got taken down."

"..."

"If I hadn't charged in first and had surveyed the surroundings better, things might have been different..."

"...How pathetic."

At my blunt words, his lowered head finally began to rise.

Though my words contained a hint of irritation.

"...Am I pathetic...?"

"Yes."

"I see..."

Albert was from a duke's family, not quite as prestigious as the imperial family, but noble nonetheless.

Of course, he had encountered people who resented him during his successor training as he met various people.

But now it hit him too directly.

He was afraid that the relationships he had built until now might crack, and the fact that it was entirely his fault contributed to that feeling.

Regret showed on his face as he blamed himself, and he lowered his head again, burying his face in his knees.

It was hard to believe this was Albert, who always stood with his shoulders straight and never bowed his head anywhere.

And Jenison didn't like it.

He didn't like this guy sitting as if the world had ended, nor the students around them busy blaming each other.

***

"Are you going to keep sitting there like that?"

"...How pathetic."

What was I supposed to do?
This whole situation was my fault.
If not mine, then whose fault could it be?

I was in the leadership position.
My opinion represented everyone's opinion.
I charged toward the monsters before anyone else.
And then we were annihilated.

Numerous friends disappeared because of my hasty judgment.
They would probably be automatically disqualified.

I couldn't say anything even if they blamed me.

But what was this guy saying?

This was definitely my fault, and it had to be my fault.

Was he saying such things carelessly because he didn't know the situation?

Slightly annoyed, I raised my head to look at his face and saw black eyes staring at me.

Calm black eyes without a hint of disturbance.

They looked composed at best, emotionless at worst, and they were still looking at me.

What did he want to say?
Did he want to look down on me, calling me pathetic?
Did he want to laugh at my appearance?

As all sorts of delusions swirled in my head and impure emotions tried to take over my body, his voice spoke.

"Why do you think it's your fault?"

Why, he asks?
Isn't it obvious?

I represented and commanded them...

"Did you force them to follow you when not a single person agreed?"

No, I didn't.

They offered their opinions to me, and I made the decision in an atmosphere where everyone agreed.

"Then did they seem unmotivated?"

That wasn't the case either.

Everyone, including myself, was smiling with confidence, thinking about the bonus points.

"Or did you know about the intermediate-level monsters but deliberately ignore that information and proceed?"

No.

The reconnaissance team's information didn't record the presence of intermediate-level monsters, and I trusted that information.

"Can you explain what inappropriate judgment you made?"

"..."

"Is there any reason you should feel guilty in this situation?"

"..."

"Shouldn't you rather be happy that other people were eliminated?"

"What...!"

I tried to continue speaking but couldn't.
It felt like something was stuck in my throat.

"You seem to be mistaken, but this is an evaluation."

"It means you and the other guys are being ranked."

"If others are eliminated, doesn't your rank go up?"

"From the beginning, students were also included in the bonus point targets."

"So there's no need to blame yourself for causing other guys to fail."

"...I didn't know there were idiots in this world who blame themselves for being swept away by a typhoon."

Who could have predicted it?

That there would be intermediate-level monsters on this island?

Who opposed it?

No one opposed hunting these monsters.

Then whose responsibility is this?

***

Hmm...
It seems we're almost there...

I need to get rid of this insane self-blame first before we can have a proper conversation.

"B-But still..."

"Enough, Albert."

"..."

"No matter how much you blame yourself, those guys' disqualification won't be reversed."

Can they see you like this?

Can you share your guilt with anyone?

Did they directly tell you they blame you?

Have you committed a crime serious enough to deserve everyone's blame?

He shook his head at each of my questions, but at the last one, he froze and remained still.

I don't know if he thought his sin was that severe, but there was still some hesitation in his eyes.

That's actually good.

Hesitation means he's conflicted.

His head was still, but his pupils were trembling severely.

His lips were tightly pressed together, and judging by the blood on his fists, his nails must have dug into his palms.

No one had ever seen Albert looking so unstable.

Even the students who had blamed him fell silent seeing his condition, and the Saintess who had tried to heal him, as well as the princess and Isabella, all just watched him quietly.

Finally, his silence ended, and he slowly stood up and began walking toward me.

By now, almost all the students were watching us, but he paid no attention to that and continued approaching me.

Finally, at a distance of only two or three fist-lengths away, he stopped and stared at me.

After staring at me for a while, he let out a hollow laugh and walked past me.

In front of him stood the group that had been blaming him earlier.

Some students had expectant looks, wondering what Albert would do, while others hesitated, wondering if they should intervene.

Among those who knew his strength well were also those in that group.

They recalled their recent rudeness to him and assumed his approach meant an attack, so they quickly closed their eyes.

However, no matter how long they waited with their eyes closed, Albert didn't attack.

"I'm sorry."

"...Huh?"

"Many students were eliminated because of my hasty judgment."

"..."

"I'll accept all your resentment after the evaluation is over."

It was an unexpected scene for the surrounding students.

One way or another, Albert was a noble from a duke's family.

Yet despite how they had spoken to him, not only did he not attack, but he apologized.

Even the recipients seemed bewildered, as if they couldn't understand the current situation.

"If that monster continues to rampage... we won't survive long."

"..."

"It's shameless of me, but... lend me your strength one more time."

"..."

"I at least don't want monsters to end our evaluation."

"..."

"But I can't do it alone. So..."

Help me.

Because it was such an unexpected apology,
Because it was a voice filled with his true feelings,

Everyone present could feel the sincerity in his words,

And it was more than enough to revive the students' will.
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However, the students' cheers soon died down, and the atmosphere turned chaotic.

"But... how...?"

"Can we really catch that monster?"

"I... I want out..."

"Maybe we should just hide together..."

The idea that they could survive longer by simply hiding rather than confronting the monster began to spread among the students, with more and more people agreeing.

Of course, some nobles who valued dignity opposed the idea of running away from monsters, but students who prioritized their evaluation scores were already taking steps backward.

While everyone was divided between fighting the monster or retreating, trying to convince each other of their position—

"...What's all this about? Aren't we just hunting low-grade monsters?"

"Well... too many people have been injured..."

The princess's group still hadn't fully grasped the situation.

***

"W-what?! A mid-grade monster?"

After hearing the full story, the princess was so shocked that she failed to maintain her distance from me and stepped forward.

"It's hard to believe... indeed."

Isabella lowered her head, muttering something as if thinking of a solution.

"..."

The Saintess seemed more concerned about the injured people than anything else.

Finally, it seemed the others had finished their discussion.

About two-thirds of the students were preparing to leave. Despite that, I thought quite a few remained.

It was impossible for us to defeat a mid-grade monster when we could barely handle low-grade ones.

This proved how many people Albert had managed to convince.

His background probably played a part, but many must have been moved by his leadership.

As I was admiring him anew, Albert approached me.

Or more precisely, he approached the princess's group behind me.

The princess and Isabella focused their attention on Albert as he suddenly approached them.

The Saintess, having finished healing, was reciting prayers while holding her rosary, seemingly recovering her holy power.

Albert approached her and said something none of us expected.

"Your Highness, could you help us?"

The princess frowned slightly, and I probably did too, though for different reasons.

The princess likely didn't want to get involved, while I was criticizing his choice.

By asking for their help, he was admitting that the remaining people weren't enough to defeat the monster.

Look at them.

See how they've started whispering among themselves.

The quick-witted ones would make excuses to leave as soon as the princess refused.

Then naturally, there wouldn't be enough people, and his ambition would easily crumble.

As I was sighing at his foolish choice and considering my own escape,
Albert asked the princess a question.

"Your Highness, how did you end up traveling with the Saintess and Lady Isabella?"

"Obviously, we're in the same group..."

"But Your Highness's group was supposed to be with different people."

"...Do I need to explain that to you?"

Setting aside how he knew the princess was in a different group, what was he trying to accomplish with this question?

Before my curiosity could be satisfied, Albert approached the Saintess, who was still reciting prayers.

"Saintess, could you help us?"

"...I..."

"If you don't step forward, we can't help it, but many casualties might result."

"..."

"I beg you, Saintess. Please help us."

"Wait, you!!"

The princess rushed forward to stop Albert, who had bowed his head, but the Saintess was already deep in thought.

"What are you trying to stop, Your Highness?"

"You... you already knew everything, didn't you?"

"I'm not sure what you mean."

What did he know, and why was the princess trying to stop the Saintess? And why were those three traveling together?

Especially the princess, who had gathered all her group members, and Isabella, who disliked traveling with others.

The Saintess, God's representative—a woman worshipped by everyone in the Church, bestowing blessings and grace through divine miracles.

Her position in the Church was second only to the Pope,

which meant her words could become the Church's official stance.

When I thought that far, everything made sense.

The Church and the Imperial family had been at odds since ancient times.

The Church, serving God as the creator of this world, and the Imperial family, believing humans should rule humans, were bound to clash.

For the Imperial family, whose royal authority was threatened by God's existence, the Church's actions were inevitably irritating.

In other words, they weren't in a position to be hanging out together amicably.

But what if, for some reason, the Imperial family and the Church formed a friendship?

For those busy establishing their positions internally, this would be excellent news,

and it wouldn't be a bad situation for either the Imperial family or the Church.

The Church could deal more smoothly with the Imperial family, and the Imperial family could bring in much-needed healers.

The current emperor probably chose this path, though I'm not sure if the Pope accepted it.

But what if, hypothetically, the Saintess were to get injured in an unfortunate accident within the Empire?

The Church would naturally be furious, and the friendship would obviously crumble.

The Empire wouldn't want that either, which is why they openly assigned the princess to stay by her side.

With the princess, who possessed considerable magical skills, nearby, they thought the Saintess would be safe during the Academy evaluation.

It wouldn't have been a bad proposal for the princess either.

As an heir, she could strengthen her position, and by showing her friendship with the Saintess, she could establish personal connections with the Church.

That's probably why she recruited Isabella, who usually traveled alone. With her, they could protect the Saintess more securely.

But they couldn't have anticipated this situation.

With a mid-grade monster appearing during the Academy evaluation, even the princess couldn't guarantee the Saintess's safety.

If she were to get injured? Even without intent, it would certainly cause controversy.

That's why they were trying to leave, but Albert had somehow noticed this fact already,

and used the argument that people would get hurt without her to appeal to the Saintess's compassion.

The reason the princess wasn't openly stopping her was because the Saintess was unaware of the situation between the Empire and the Church.

Even though she was the Saintess, it would be unpleasant to be used as a political tool without knowing anything, so the princess was restraining herself.

In the end, the decision rested entirely with the Saintess, and it was as good as decided the moment she heard Albert's words.

"...I'll help you, Brother Albert."

"Thank you!! Saintess."

That's right.
She is none other than the Saintess.

Given her personality, there's no way she would back down because of an evaluation when she heard people might get injured.

If the Saintess participated, the princess, who had to protect her, would automatically have to follow.

Whether he had calculated all this or not, Albert's face was filled with a victorious smile,

while the princess, looking defeated, held her forehead and collapsed into her seat.

Albert tirelessly persuaded Isabella as well, and she also accepted his proposal.

With Isabella also expressing her willingness to participate, the princess had no choice now.

She had to protect the Saintess, albeit reluctantly.

"Hah... do you have a plan? I mean, can we actually catch that thing?"

"Of course I do."

"...You know I won't let you off if you fail."

As their negotiation ended, someone pulled me from behind where I had been quietly observing.

"Um... Jenison."

"What is it, Rianna?"

It was Rianna, who had been watching with me from the beginning.

She seemed somewhat anxious for some reason and kept tugging at my sleeve.

"Are... are we going to catch that thing too...?"

"Ah."

So that was the issue.
She didn't need to worry though.

I had no intention of catching that monster.

For someone like me who needed excellent grades, it was too risky a gamble.

"Don't worry, Rianna."

"Uh... um..."

"We're not going to catch the monster."

I stroked her head to calm her down and spoke in a low voice, but

she didn't seem to calm down, and her face grew increasingly red.

Just as I was about to check if she had a fever, I heard footsteps approaching,
and when I turned around, the person was truly unexpected.

"You should join us too."

"...Saintess?"

It was the Saintess.

I didn't know why she suddenly approached me, but I could tell that most of the students around us, including Albert, the princess, and Rianna, had shifted their gaze in our direction.

"...Why are you asking me?"

"Because I think it would be easier with you."

"...Do you know how weak I am?"

"I don't know about that, but He said so."

That you would be needed

As she said this while pointing at me, I almost threw a dagger at her.

"...Say that again."

"Didn't you hear me... why is your expression like that...?"

"Say. It. Again."

The "He" the Saintess referred to—

I knew without looking who it was. Besides the emperor, there was only one being the Saintess would call "He."

"...Let me ask just to be sure, Saintess."

"...Yes."

"Is the 'He' you mentioned... God?"

God, that bastard.
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"Isn't that obvious? The one I serve is only him..."

I ignored the Saintess explaining that bastard's greatness in front of me and tried to suppress the murderous intent rising within me.

I clenched both fists tightly.
My nails dug into my palms, drawing blood.

I gritted my teeth and applied pressure.
I could hear my teeth cracking, but I didn't care.

I could feel my heart pounding.
It felt as if I could sense the blood moving through my veins.

Even though my mind screamed at me to calm down,
my body entered an excited state, ready to lash out at any moment.

As if noticing something wrong with my body, she
stopped her praise and approached me.

"...What's wrong with you? Your hand is bleeding..."

Calm holy power entered my body.

I could feel my bleeding stop and new flesh growing.

Originally, I had no aversion to holy power itself.

The source of holy power might be that bastard,
but it was other people who used it.

Of course, I did feel some aversion deep down,
but the people using it were doing so to help others.

That's why I hadn't really cared until now.

But "he needs me"?

Because his representative is in danger?

Speaking so matter-of-factly, as if it's completely natural
to ask me for help.

That fact was utterly disgusting.

Even this holy power healing me feels like
it's not the Saintess's will but that bastard's.

As if he's fixing me because I'm useful.

Suddenly, goosebumps covered my body and bile rose in my throat,
nausea enveloping my entire body.

I pushed away the Saintess's healing hands and
tore open my already healed skin again.

With enough force to tear open the sealed blood vessels,
I cut, slashed, and ripped.

I ignored the searing pain.

I ignored the cold blade piercing my body.

I wanted to remove every trace of this fucking energy
that had entered my body.

Hoping that the more blood I shed, the fainter the traces of holy power
in my body would become, I pulled out the knife and stabbed again.

"W-wait!! Why...why?!"

Even if I could feel shocked gazes around me,
I didn't care.

As I continued to mutilate my arm for the fifth time,
someone grabbed my wrist.

No, to be precise, multiple people did.

As I tried to shake off the hands restraining me,
about to completely sever my arm,

"C-calm down!!"

"Why are you suddenly acting like this?! You!!"

"W-wait, Jenison!!"

Albert holding both my arms from behind and Rianna hugging my waist.
The Saintess healing my wounds again caught my eye.

I also saw the Imperial Princess covering her mouth, face turning pale,
and Isabella running toward me with trembling pupils.

The voices of students whispering while watching blood drip from my hand
grew louder and louder.

Normally, I would have averted my gaze out of discomfort,
but now I had no time to care about such things.

Holy power entering my body again.
It felt utterly revolting.

"Stop it!!!"

The sound I made was pitiful.
Like the final cry of a wounded beast.

The Saintess, hearing my broken, cracked, hardened voice up close,
froze in place.

Albert and Rianna, who were holding me,
seemed stunned as well, and I could feel their grip loosening.

"Why...why..."

"Haa...haa..."

With the Saintess still moving her lips in front of me,
I began to cut off this defiled arm.

Screech—screech—

The blade caught on bone and couldn't cut through in one go,
but after sawing back and forth a few times, it came off in tatters.

The pain of bone being ground, muscle being shredded, and flesh being mangled
was felt throughout my arm, but contrary to that,
I felt refreshment and relief in my heart.

"Kyaaaah!!"

"H-his arm!!"

The surroundings grew noisy again, but I ignored it and
made a new arm grow.

Silence fell among the Saintess and other students
who witnessed the severed arm sprouting back.

"Saintess..."

"Y-yes?!"

Surprised that I would address her,
her face showed bewilderment as she answered.

A glimpse of fear also showed, but I put that aside for now,
as I had something important to say.

"Please don't use holy power on me anymore."

"B-but!!"

"Don't use it."

Thinking she probably wouldn't listen, I glared at her murderously,
and only then did she seem to back down.

As I calmed down a bit and looked around,
I felt everyone's gazes fixed on me again.

In those gazes, I could sense bewilderment, fear, and disgust.

Sighing at the continued stares, I turned my attention back to the Saintess,
who also showed confusion.

She probably wouldn't understand my actions,
since she was acting with good intentions.

"Saintess."

"...Yes."

"Can you speak with him?"

This was an important question.

If the Saintess could communicate with that bastard,
it meant the mortal world and divine realm were connected somehow.

If so, there was hope that I could meet the god, that bastard.

I wasn't sure what I could do if we met,
but at least I wanted to hear his reasons.

Why he did this to me.

If possible, I would charge at him with a knife.

"...I can't do that... it's him who speaks to me..."

"But you can answer him, can't you, Saintess?"

"Yes..."

Then it doesn't matter.
For some reason, the god cherishes the Saintess,
and he decided he needs me to protect her.

In other words, if I don't step up, she dies.

Finally, for the first time in my relationship with that bastard,
I had a chance to be in control.

"Saintess."

"...?"

"Please relay one thing to him."

"...Yes?"

"Tell him to meet me when this is over."

Hearing my words, not only the Saintess but also the surrounding students
expressed their confusion, as if I was talking nonsense.

"W-wait a moment!! Do you know what you're saying...!"

"So what does he say?"

"No!! I mean...!! ...What?"

She seems to have received an answer.
Judging by that dumbfounded expression.

"Th-that's... wait a moment..."

"So... what does he say?"

"H-he says he will meet you..."

At those words, everyone from Rianna and Albert behind me
to the Imperial Princess and other students in the distance gaped in shock.

It was that significant.

Even the Pope, ruler of the religious order, had never met this being,
known to exist only in theory—God.

What did it mean for a commoner like me to meet such a being?

Depending on interpretation, it could mean God considered me special,
and in the worst case, I could be elevated to sainthood.

A person chosen as a saint would receive many benefits,
enough to be called privileges.

But none of that mattered to me now.
What mattered was that I could meet that bastard.

I stretched my lips into a grin at her answer,
and my appearance seemed somehow twisted,
like a deranged person consumed by madness.

"...Jenison... are you okay?"

"Is he alright...?"

Someone spoke to me as if pitying me for cutting off my own arm
and smiling like a madman.

The expressions of Rianna and Albert, who had spoken,
looked serious, unlike my grinning face.

I smiled at them again to indicate I was fine,
but for some reason, their expressions—no, everyone's expressions—changed.

"Isabella. Can you use ──?"

"Yes... I will."

Albert, who had been watching my expression,
whispered something to Isabella.

Isabella responded by beginning to cast a spell.

Many curved and straight mana circuits began to connect,
and the completed magic circle began to emit a blue light.

At the same time, sudden fatigue swept over my body,
and my eyelids became heavy as lead.

Thinking it might be a monster's trap, I tried with all my might
to resist, but I couldn't overcome the drowsiness.

I slowly began to fall asleep.

***

"So... what happened, Saintess?"

"..."

"What did you do to make Jenison like that...!"

'I don't know!! I don't know!!'

Saintess Hildegard was going crazy with frustration.

She was really just trying to heal him!

Since becoming a Saintess, her goal had been all but determined:
to save others.

She thought this was her destiny,
the reason she had been chosen as a Saintess.

She had saved many people that way,
but there were certainly people she didn't want to save.

A middle-aged man who raped a child young enough to be his daughter.
A young man who beat weaker children and extorted money from them.
A harlot who abused her child while fooling around with other men.

But, because they too were God's creations...

Because the objects of salvation had to be equal,
regardless of whether they were criminals, children, or the elderly and weak...

Because she couldn't discriminate based on her personal feelings...

That's why she had healed him too.

But that man looked at her as if seeing vomit,
then cut the healed area with a knife.

Shocked, she infused him with holy power again,
but the man tore off his entire arm and threw it to the ground.

Then suddenly a new arm sprouted from his shoulder,
and tremendous anger was evident on his face.

Why? For what reason?

What had she done to make him act like this so suddenly?
A person who had been healed just fine in the infirmary.

But even that she could endure.

However, his subsequent statement was too disrespectful.

Meeting God?
The One whom even the Pope and she herself had never met?

There hadn't been a speck of faith in any of his actions so far;
rather, he seemed to hate God.

How could such a person ask to meet the One
whom even the devout believers of the order had never met?

She was momentarily stunned by his audacious request,
but after regaining her composure, she tried to rebuke him.

She was going to say that insignificant beings like them could never hope to see Him.

That's what she intended.

[Yes... tell him I will meet him.]

If not for that voice echoing in her head.

A voice that elevated just by hearing it,
the voice that any believer would want to hear at least once.

He said He would meet that man.

My body froze from the tremendous shock,
but my mouth was relaying the message to him.

"H-he says he will meet you..."

As soon as I conveyed those words, the corners of his mouth
curved upward like a crescent moon, but I felt a chill.

Because his eyes didn't move at all.

The contrast between those black pupils—like a lake without ripples,
so still they seemed to pull you in—and his stretched mouth corners was terrifying.

It felt eerie, like a broken doll imitating a human.

That feeling crept up my body.

I wasn't the only one who felt this way;
most people around had the same expression as me.

When his face twisted into that expression again,

Unable to bear it any longer, Lady Isabella
cast a sleep spell on him, leading to the current situation.

My head was busy trying to understand God's will,
and this man questioning me in front of me made it even more complicated.

"I didn't do anything, Brother Albert..."

"...Then why is he having a fit like that, Saintess?"

'I don't know either!!! I don't know!!!'

I disliked that man sleeping peacefully even more today,
unable to hear my silent scream.
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"...so..."

[■I...■■is■■...]

"...if...then..."

It's noisy.
For a while now, voices have been echoing inside my head.

At first, I tried to open my eyes, but no matter how hard I tried,
they wouldn't open, and my body wouldn't move either.

I soon concluded that if I wasn't being restrained or imprisoned,
then this couldn't be reality.

So I gave up resisting and continued
to remain still in that place.

Just as I was waiting for this situation—which might be a dream—to end,

voices resonated in my head like an echo,
leading to my current predicament.

"...if...then..."

[■ho■ if ■■...]

One voice was clearly youthful by anyone's standards,
but the other—I couldn't even be sure it belonged to a living being.

I could definitely hear something, but
whether because the words were incomprehensible to me or not,
all I could hear was shouting.

Though I couldn't understand the context of the conversation,
I could tell they were arguing with each other.

The voices grew louder and louder,
and the emotions they contained became more intense.

"....!!"

"....!"

Gradually, the words I could understand diminished,
and finally the alien voice sneered and
disappeared as if mocking the youthful voice.

Then the youthful presence also fell silent,
and I could sense someone approaching me.

"..."

"...."

Even when I tried to say something, I couldn't move my mouth.

The youthful voice didn't seem to want to do anything to me either;
it just stood beside me endlessly.

Then finally, the youthful presence moved first,
and I could feel its hand rising above my head.

"...?"

It was a warm touch, like a mother's caress.

It felt like spring morning sunlight shining on my head,
and like larks were singing above me.

After gently stroking my head for about three minutes,

the hand gradually moved down to my forehead,
and at the same time, the youthful voice spoke.

"I'm sorry..."

Sorry?
For what?

Does it feel guilty toward me?

I've never heard such a voice before.
If it were such a beautiful voice, I couldn't possibly forget it.

"..I'm..sorry..I.."

But the voice that uttered those words contained so much sadness and
guilt that I became even more confused.

What was there to be so sorry about?
What was there to be so sad about?

I had many questions I wanted to ask,
but my mouth simply wouldn't open.

Not long after, the hand touching my head disappeared,
and simultaneously, I felt the darkness around me brightening.

As the darkness gave way to light and my eyes slowly opened,
I regained consciousness.

***

The first thing I see upon opening my eyes is the moon.

I was captivated by the perfectly round moon hanging high in the sky,
but remembering that we're in the middle of an evaluation, I quickly got up.

My body was covered with what looked like a small blanket,
and the same was true for the ground I was sitting on.

"Mmm..."

Startled by a sound next to me, I reflexively drew my dagger,
but seeing who made the noise, I lowered my arm again.

Rianna was sleeping soundly, unaware that I had awakened,
and around her, I could see other students
who had found their spots and were deep in slumber.

Perhaps because it was night, I could hear the faint sounds of wild animals,
but I noticed campfires had been lit here and there
to keep them from coming close.

Despite having a campfire next to her,
Rianna seemed cold and was shivering slightly,
so I covered her with the blanket I had been using and got up.

There must still be someone on watch duty,
so I needed to find them, if only to have a conversation.

As I looked for them, I organized the situation before I fell asleep.
From Albert trying to persuade us to hunt monsters
to the god agreeing to meet me.

Of course, it was conditional on me protecting the Saintess,
but even that was more than I could ask for.

After all, throughout all my reincarnations,
I hadn't met a god or even a similar being.

So since this might be my last chance,
I need to do my best.

Hunting a mid-level monster will certainly be difficult,
but even if it comes to it, I can at least help the Saintess escape.

In other words, even if I die because of it, as long as I protect her,
the condition will be fulfilled, and I can meet that bastard.

So what I need to do is very simple.

Even if it costs me my life, I just need to save her.

Having made that decision in my mind,
I could see students who were sporadically awake,

and among them was Isabella.

In her eyes, as she stared intently at the flickering flames of the campfire,
I caught a glimpse of loneliness,

but I deliberately ignored it and approached her.

Behind her sat Albert with a haggard look,
and they were sitting quietly without talking to each other,

but noticing my approach, they both turned
their gazes toward me simultaneously.

"Are you alright?"

"Are you...okay?"

I was slightly taken aback that they both had the same concern for me,
but after indicating that I was fine, I also sat down around the campfire.

"...so what are you going to do?"

""...?""

"...are you planning to hunt a mid-level monster without any strategy?"

"..If it's about that, I have something in mind."

As if he hadn't expected such words to come from my mouth first,
Albert's response came out a bit slowly.

"..Will you help too?"

"You must have heard the conversation with the Saintess."

"..That's right, it's certainly an unusual event.
A god directly meeting his creation."

"..."

"Is there a separate reason why a god who hasn't even met the Pope
would meet you? Or else.."

"That's enough."

I chided Albert, who would have muttered something all night
if left alone.

It's an old bad habit of Albert's.
When he thinks deeply, his thoughts spill out of his mouth.

As if finally awakened from his reverie,
he put on a serious expression again and asked me.

"Jenison."

"...?"

"Are you a demon?"

I barely managed to maintain my composure,
almost letting my expression sour.

The look Albert gave me was heavier than any
I had seen before,

and Isabella, who had been quiet until now, also
perked up her ears without turning around, apparently interested in this topic.

"..Why do you think so?"

"There's plenty of evidence. You refused the Saintess's healing."

"..."

"You questioned the identity of 'Him' that the Saintess mentioned."

"..."

"And finally, you requested to meet Him."

With each reason he gave,
Albert unfolded one finger at a time,

and I couldn't carelessly speak up.

"The Saintess's power is holy power, that is, the power of God.
You refused treatment using that power."

"..."

"In other words, you might harbor hatred or aversion
toward holy power itself or toward God."

"..."

"The reason you specifically questioned His identity was probably
to confirm the direction of your hatred."

"..."

"If that's the case, your request for a private audience with Him
also makes perfect sense."

One by one, his extended fingers began to fold back,
and I just stared blankly at them.

To some extent, what he said matched up.

"To summarize, you harbor aversion to God or holy power itself,
and for some reason, you hate God."

"..."

"As far as I know, there's only one type of being that has such emotions,
can take human form,
and possesses strong power."

"..And that would be a demon?"

"Yes."

God is always right.
Everyone knows that.

Demons are always evil.
Everyone knows that too.

That's why God and demons are in opposition.
Because that's what they believe.

Then, just hypothetically speaking.

What if there exists a being who hates God enough to want to kill Him,
who would stop at nothing to bring God down?

What would people call such a being?

"..So what's your answer?"

Albert cleared his throat and demanded an answer from me,
who had been lost in plausible thoughts,

and I, not being a demon, naturally
denied his opinion.

What was unexpected was how quickly he seemed to accept it.

I thought he would still have some doubts afterward.

"I believe you when you say you're not.
After all, if you were a demon, the Saintess would surely have sensed it."

Indeed, if there had been a demon, Hildegard, being a Saintess, would have
detected it immediately.

Holy power is that effective against demons, and devout believers
are said to have the insight to recognize demons.

A woman as holy as her couldn't possibly fail to notice.

"So...um...what's the plan for hunting it?"

As if tired of listening to our conversation,
Isabella tried to change the subject,

and since I was curious about that part too,
I focused my attention on Albert.

Receiving the gazes of two people across the campfire,
Albert cleared his throat a couple of times and
postponed the explanation, saying he would explain when everyone was awake.

It would certainly be annoying to explain twice.

She seemed to understand as well and nodded slightly,
then was the first to get up and leave to get some sleep.

"Don't you need to sleep?"

"I've slept enough...and you'll need someone on watch duty."

Thanking me for saying that,
Albert also moved to his sleeping spot to get some rest,

leaving only me and the campfire.
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The sun slowly rises.

Having slept enough and no longer needing rest, I kept watch until the end of my shift. Throughout the night, I occasionally spotted wild animals roaming around.

Time passed steadily, and I noticed that the number of students had decreased by nearly half from the original 180. Whether they fell victim to magical beasts or fought among themselves, I couldn't tell.

Finally, daylight broke and it didn't take long for everyone to wake up—from Rianna, who had slept so deeply she wouldn't have noticed if someone carried her away, to Albert and Isabella who had been the last to retire.

Perhaps because of what happened yesterday, everyone seemed reluctant to approach me. Some even went out of their way to avoid me entirely.

Amid this, I was surprised to see a few people coming toward me, though they were the familiar faces I expected—the Imperial Princess's group and Rianna.

Unaware that I had been awake, Rianna, the Imperial Princess, and the Saintess each had different reactions.

Rianna's face lit up as she ran over to ask how I was doing.

The Imperial Princess looked at me with an expression that suggested her drowsiness had suddenly vanished.

The Saintess... glared at me before asking about my condition. Perhaps she was jealous that I had met a deity she herself had never encountered. Either way, I had no intention of yielding to her.

Isabella was watching us but kept her distance.

Albert, who had casually checked on me yesterday, gathered the half-asleep students and stood before them.

"Let me be clear. I intend to hunt that wolf."

Even though they must have already known this, a murmur spread among the students. It was obvious that half of them had taken this as a joke or were just trying to catch the attention of the Iris family.

"I would appreciate your help, but I won't force anyone. If you don't want to participate, you're free to leave."

At that, students began to hesitantly step back, but Albert merely shifted his gaze without taking any action against them.

Though there are bonus points for killing other students, this guy doesn't seem interested in such things.

Before long, students began leaving in greater numbers, until very few remained.

Besides me, Rianna, and the Imperial Princess's group, only about four students stayed. Yet Albert seemed satisfied, as if even this was more than he expected.

Fair enough—this was essentially a gamble with an enormous risk of instant elimination from the evaluation.

"Now that everyone else has left, let's introduce ourselves. As you know, I'm Albert, the eldest son of the Iris family."

After saying this, he turned his palm upward and manifested an energy from his hand—a soft, dandelion-colored light. The distinctive mana color of the Iris family.

"This is one of my abilities. Reinforcement."

Albert struck a nearby rock, which shattered with a loud crash, but his hand showed no sign of injury.

"It involves infusing mana into my body. The duration isn't very long, but it's a useful ability."

The phrase "one of my abilities" caught my attention, but I didn't bother asking about it.

Since our group and the Imperial Princess's party already knew each other, attention turned to the remaining students.

"H-hello! I'm... Carlin. My ability is... Interference."

The smallest of the four, a nervous-looking girl, introduced herself as Carlin.

When Albert asked if she could demonstrate her ability, she trembled while explaining that she needed someone else's magic.

As soon as she finished speaking, Isabella conjured a fireball in her hand.

Carlin muttered something, and what happened next clearly surprised Isabella—the fireball in Isabella's hand moved naturally into Carlin's grasp.

"Oh? You can use others' magic?"

"Y-yes... I can take control of someone else's spell..."

"Does that only apply to magic?"

"A-anything made of m-mana should work... but it's... really difficult."

I wasn't imagining the gleam in Albert's eyes when he heard this.

Since magical beasts are composed of mana, no one would be better suited for engaging them than her. But she's still just a student, so we can't expect her to handle that wolf. Mid-level magical beasts are not to be underestimated.

"I'm Brihen. My fighting style is swordsmanship, and my ability is Conduction."

"Conduction?"

Brihen, a dark-skinned man with imposing muscles that suggested proficiency in close combat, drew an oversized blade from his back to demonstrate his ability.

Like Carlin, he was no ordinary student.

Every mage possesses a unique magical form, often called a mage's mental image. It expresses the individual character of each mage so distinctly that one can gauge a mage's skill simply by their ability to manifest it. Achieving this unique form is incredibly difficult.

Do knights have something similar? Indeed they do.

What swordsmen desire most: Sword Qi.

The act of imbuing one's sword with mana. A skilled practitioner can supposedly use Sword Qi even without a physical blade.

A mana-infused sword naturally possesses far greater durability than an ordinary one, but it's said to be impossible unless the sword feels like an extension of oneself.

Yet Brihen was doing it. I could clearly sense that he had infused his blade with mana, however small the amount.

"You've forcibly connected your sword and mana..."

"...You have good eyes."

While he must have trained diligently with the sword, managing even that amount of mana is impressive for a student. Though he looked somewhat exhausted holding the blade, he was an invaluable asset to our group.

"My name is Huben. My ability is Contamination."

"...?"

"...Can you demonstrate your ability?"

Huben was a man of somewhat short stature but with a well-developed physique, holding a book in his right hand.

His ability was difficult to grasp, and the Imperial Princess seemed equally puzzled, expressing her confusion.

When the others also showed uncertain expressions, Huben coated his hand with mana and grasped a leaf.

The leaf immediately began to wither from where he touched it.

"...Huh?"

"The mana I inject destroys the target's tissue."

"...I get the idea, so let go now."

Following Albert's instruction, he released the leaf, but when it fell to the ground, it crumbled to dust.

"Does that work on magical beasts as well?"

"I'm not certain... and that wolf is definitely beyond my capabilities."

"I see."

After his explanation, attention shifted to the last remaining student.

I knew this student. Actually, everyone here probably knew her.

She was the daughter of one of the Four Great Houses—the family that guards the western part of the Empire and handles its shadowy underworld.

Her pink hair was tied back, swaying beautifully, and she wore clothing that boldly exposed her midriff as if flaunting her figure. Two different daggers were positioned on her thighs.

She was Sino Charlotte.

To me, she was particularly unpredictable.

Unlike what you'd expect from a duke's daughter, she lacked refinement and had few friends for someone of her status.

That's why I personally found her unsettling.

"Hehe... Hello, Albert? It's been a while since that party, hasn't it?"

"...I didn't expect you to stay."

"It looked fun!"

As you can see, she seeks stimulation.

Whether it was because she had seen too many unsavory things in her childhood, ordinary experiences didn't seem to excite her. Naturally, she began seeking greater thrills, and for a time, rumors even circulated around the Academy that she used alcohol and drugs.

"So I don't need to introduce my ability?"

In the moment I was distracted, her voice had moved right next to my ear.

I reflexively threw a punch.

It could have been a serious accident, but she quickly dodged by moving her head backward.

Everything would have been fine if the Saintess hadn't rushed at me, demanding to know what I would have done if she'd been hurt.

"Wow! Quick reflexes! You."

"...Do you know me?"

"Yes! You were quite impressive yesterday!"

"..."

"You... cut off that arm without any hesitation! Amazing! Not everyone can do that."

She spoke as if she had experience with such things, which gave me an unsettling feeling.

Whether it was some kind of aversion to my own kind or something else, the impression I got from her wasn't pleasant.

Noticing my discomfort, Albert redirected her attention.

"Enough joking around. Explain your ability."

"Hmm... my ability is Concealment! I can manipulate light with my mana like this."

As soon as she finished speaking, her form vanished completely.

Her presence, her scent—everything disappeared.

Perhaps it was the bloodline of those who handle the underworld, but her ability was perfectly suited for covert operations.

As I pondered whether abilities had genetic components, the air behind me rippled, and Sino revealed herself.

It was an uncanny sight, as if the space around her had been isolated.

She seemed disappointed that I wasn't startled, but quickly regained her smile when she saw Rianna's expression beside me.

"It seems the introductions are complete."

"Indeed. I'd like to ask in advance... do you have a plan?"

"I... suppose so?"

"I'm fine even if there isn't one!"

In order, it was Brihen, Huben, Carlin, and Sino, each curious about how to capture the wolf.

Since we shared the same concern, everyone turned their attention to Albert.

He slowly began walking toward us.

"Of course I do."

"...!"

"I'll explain the strategy now."

『 Remaining students: 94 』
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Currently, the Black Wolf, Birang, who had settled deep within the forest, was in an excellent mood.

Though she didn't know why she existed here,

The land around her was overflowing with low-level demonic beasts,
And there was no shortage of mana.

Also, for reasons unknown, there were many children with pure mana.

Which meant they were essentially her dining table.

Naturally, what followed was an incredibly sweet meal
That filled her previously hungry stomach.

And so now, as she ruled over countless demonic beasts
And enjoyed the feeling of being king, she sensed something.

Five sources of incredibly delicious-looking mana
And another five that, while not quite as good, still looked appetizing.

She felt that no meal until now could compare to this,
And saliva began to flow from her mouth involuntarily.

After thinking that far, she could no longer hold back.

In her mind, she was already imagining herself digging into their brains, craving their mana,
And voraciously devouring their flesh.

When the wolf regained her senses, she had already ordered her subordinates
To capture those things.

After that, all that remained for her to do
Was to contemplate how to eat them.

***

"I think... too many are coming!"

"It doesn't matter. Just do as I said."

Albert coldly trampled on Rianna's worried words
And acted as if it didn't matter, but her concern wasn't excessive.

And for good reason—right before my eyes, demonic beasts were overflowing.

Tentacles, insects, birds, mammals—demonic beasts of various forms.

"Run!!"

Shaking off the ominous feeling that crept up just from looking at them,
We started running to avoid them.

Dodging small demonic beasts that popped out from all over the forest,
Avoiding medium-sized demonic beasts chasing from behind,
And struggling to keep our balance when we almost fell, we continued running.

We did enter this forest to lure demonic beasts,
But I didn't expect them to respond so aggressively.

Whatever happened, as long as we could lure them,
We had a good chance of winning.

"Can't we just hide?"

"Then the number of demonic beasts would decrease."

"Just running is no fun..."

After running for who knows how long,

Finally, the sight we wanted began to appear.

A hill came into view along with an upward slope,
And on top, we could see others gesturing to us.

"Roll them!!!!"

At Albert's thunderous voice, Brihen and Huben began pushing with their bodies,
While Isabella and the princess used magic to push logs and rocks.

Countless rocks and logs began falling not only on the demonic beasts following us
But also toward us, though we didn't need to worry about that.

BOOM—
CRACK—

We had an incredibly reliable shield in front of us.

The energy emanating from Albert's body deflected all falling objects,
And those of us following right behind him were able to avoid getting hit by anything.

Demonic beasts' bodies are made of mana,
So normally, logs and rocks wouldn't affect them,

'Brihen, coat the logs and rocks with your mana.'

'...May I ask why?'

'If they're infused with mana, they'll at least affect those creatures.'

Because the logs and rocks were infused with Brihen's mana,
They weren't ignored by the creatures' bodies made of mana.

They took the full impact and collapsed.

Due to the continuously falling objects, the demonic beasts' speed
Gradually slowed, and they couldn't easily advance forward.

In contrast, we could continue moving forward.

After running for quite some time, when we finally reached the edge,

All the prepared falling objects had been used up,
And many demonic beasts were still quickly climbing the slope.

"What... what do we do now..!"

"Caerlin, was it? Stop those creatures running toward us for a moment."

"Wh...what?"

"Since mana is also possible, it should be easy with your ability."

"I... I've never done it before..."

"Do it, no... you must do it."

As soon as he finished speaking, Caerlin's eyes, which had lacked confidence, began to turn red,
And following that, the bodies of the demonic beasts running at the front
Hesitated for a moment before completely stopping.

Being the same type of creature, they couldn't pass through and collided with the demonic beasts
Running behind them, forming a line of defense on the hill.

"I... I did it!!"

"Good, Jenison?"

"...Don't rush me."

Caerlin was jumping with joy at her success,
And Albert immediately turned his gaze toward me without stopping.

Ignoring his impatient gaze, I began my task.

'Jenison, let me ask you one thing.'

'...?'

'Can you also create explosives?'

Making homemade bombs.
It was too easy for me, having used them even on the princess before.

Occasionally, demonic beasts that escaped the defensive line rushed toward me,
But low to lower-grade demonic beasts couldn't ignore Albert's reinforced body
And the magic of the others.

"Is it not ready yet?!"

"Hurry up!!"

"..."

Therefore, I could continue creating explosives without any interruption,
And as soon as I made them, I threw them at the demonic beasts
And detonated them.

BOOM—
KABOOM—

"Kyaaa!"

"Hahahahaha! How refreshing!!"

One, two, and then dozens.

I squeezed out every bit of mana I could until I couldn't make any more,
And the number of explosions increased accordingly.

"Isabella!! Use every spell you can!!"

"Ugh... I'm doing that!"

"...I'll help too."

Flame-shaped spears, ice storms, wind arrows, and more—

Spells that looked like they would leave nothing behind if they hit.

And these were spells from the princess and Isabella, whose magical skills
Were not far behind those of professional magicians.

With explosives added to such magicians' spells,
What followed was explosion after explosion after explosion.

BOOM—
KABOOM—
BOOM—

The smoke, as if a forest fire had broken out, showed no signs of stopping,
And the screams of demonic beasts began to fill the sky.

Demonic beasts that survived the explosions and charged at us were all blocked by the wall Rianna created,
And were dealt with by Albert's and Sino's daggers.

As magic continued to pour out,
A strong wind from somewhere suddenly cleared the smoke.

The slope, which was initially covered with grass, was now all dug up,
The surroundings were filled with exploded rocks and fallen trees,
And very black remains were twitching on the ground.

Mana stones left by dead demonic beasts overflowed on the ground,
And though some demonic beasts were still alive, they were all in tatters.

Of course, we, having used up all our mana, weren't in great shape either.

Everyone's clothes and hair had turned sooty from the explosions,
Small and large cuts and abrasions were present on everyone's bodies,
And the vanguard who had protected the rear had their attire in complete disarray.

But that didn't mean we couldn't enjoy the joy of victory,
And the first to exclaim was Caerlin.

"Haa... haa... wa... waaaa!!"

"Hahahahaha. Success!!"

"Phew... honestly, I didn't expect things to go this well."

"We can definitely aim for high scores with just the bonus points..."

Everyone shared their thoughts, and their voices were filled
With joy and happiness.

Even the Saintess, who was healing us, had a smile
Occasionally appearing on her face.

But no smile appeared on Albert's or my lips.

Because there was no sign of that creature among the demonic beasts anywhere.

"...Jenison."

"..."

"Where do you think that thing is?"

"..."

Albert and I tried to look for any trace of that creature among the fallen,
But there wasn't even a trace of it in the explosion debris.

Grrrr—

It was just for a moment.

An ominous sound, as if being hammered into my head, was heard,
And when I came to my senses, we were already prepared for battle.

"Wh... what is... that...!"

"...Huh, that doesn't look fun to fight."

"...Looks like we're in big trouble."

From the deep, dark forest, its form gradually revealed itself,
And as it did, those with weak courage naturally leaned backward.

Just as Albert had told me, its eyes were incredibly red,
And the way it stepped forward with its front paws made it look truly like the king of wolves.

The black fur rippling around it fluttered
Like autumn leaves dancing in the wind.

Even at its small howl, we couldn't help but tremble,
As if hit by infrasound.

The surviving demonic beasts around gathered near it as if saluting,
And then assembled behind the wolf, standing still
Like puppets, not moving.

The spot where the wolf had stepped was slightly sunken,
As if it had stomped with all its might.

Just from that, we could guess how massive it was.

The wolf, which had been walking slowly, suddenly stopped,
And in an instant, its form disappeared from all our eyes.

"It disappeared!!"

"It's coming! Brace for impact!!"

Remembering the wolf that seemed about to charge at us,
We hurriedly took defensive positions, but the expected attack didn't come.

Crunch—
Chomp—slurp—

Instead, from a place slightly away from us, there was a sound of something being chewed and torn,
And it was where the immobile, dead demonic beasts were.

The sound was the wolf devouring the corpses of the dead demonic beasts,
And with each one it consumed, its massive body grew larger, and its already red eyes became even redder.

We were momentarily stunned watching the wolf voraciously devour its own kind.

Realizing that we were in no condition to face it,
We decided to slowly retreat and heal our wounds first.

Just as we thought we had distanced ourselves enough from it,
Its form disappeared once again.

But unlike before, this time it came straight for us.

"Watch out..!"

"Gack!!"

BOOM—THUD—

The massive red eyes reached right in front of us,
And though Albert, who reacted quickly, warned of the danger,
Brihen, who couldn't react in time, was hit by the front paws and sent flying.

"Please heal him!! Saintess!"

"O...okay!"

"We'll hold this thing off for a moment!!"

The Saintess rushed to him and immediately emanated holy power,
While Albert and the others jumped in to stop the wolf.

That is, if the wolf hadn't disappeared once more.

In that moment, a black form charged.
A red dot connected into a line and then vanished.

It took almost no time for the darkness to reach the Saintess,
And soon, white teeth lunged for her neck.

CRUNCH—

"Grr...ung?"

"...Huh?"

But it wasn't the Saintess's neck that was bitten.

I hadn't rushed out.
For me, the Saintess's safety was more important than Brihen's.

And as if it had been observing us,
This creature appeared at the perfect timing.

As soon as I saw the wolf, I assumed it had human-like intelligence,
And thinking about its next move after seeing the Saintess's abilities,
I didn't leave her side.

In that split second,
I managed to thrust my right shoulder
Into the jaws that were lunging for her neck.

My shoulder turned red, like autumn leaves blooming.

"...Huh...huh?!"

"...Run away quickly before you die."

When this creature realized it had bitten me instead of the Saintess,
It started to loosen its jaw.

I pressed its upper and lower jaws with my hands,
Making its teeth dig even deeper into my shoulder.

Crack—
Squish—

Its teeth pierced and shattered my shoulder bone,
And blood gushed out as if all the blood in my body was rushing to my shoulder.

It felt like my entire shoulder was about to come off.

It felt like iron bars were being driven into my body one by one.

The iron bars moved around in my shoulder as if drilling into it,
And dug even deeper.

My shoulder, which was dangling so much that it would fall off with just a slight pull,
Had the white bone exposed.

Despite blood spurting out and obscuring my vision,
The creature's gaze was focused not on me but on the Saintess.

And I didn't like that at all.

I removed my left hand from its jaw, created a dagger,
And thrust it into the right eye of the creature, which was still looking at the Saintess.

"KUWAAAAANG!!!"

"...Finally feeling some pain, I see."

After stabbing and twisting it a few times,
It writhed in pain and slammed me to the ground.

BOOM—

"Kuhuh..."

My body bounced off the ground once or twice from the impact,
And only after my body completely stopped could I see my condition.

My dangling shoulder had already fallen off,
And the blood seeping out was soaking all the grass around me.

But the blood flowing from the creature's right eye was the same.

Only after losing its right eye did it finally look at me.
Clear killing intent emanated from its entire body as it bared its teeth.

I tried to hope for help from those rushing from behind,
But they were blocked by lower-grade demonic beasts that seized the opportunity.

From my perspective, it's fine as long as the Saintess is safe,
But the problem is this creature in front of me.

It's the one that first realized it needed to kill the Saintess,
And it can disappear in an instant if I take my eyes off it for even a moment.

And now, once again grinding its teeth,
It charges at me.

This creature that covets God's representative and tries to turn my wish into bubbles.

The Wolf King, a remnant of mana and a distortion from the beginning of time.

"...I've never faced a beast before."

Recalling my past self, who was once the moon of an empire long ago,
I charge once more at the wolf that tries to devour the moon.
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"Listen well, His Majesty the Emperor... is the Sun. Do you understand what this means?"

Naturally, when I first heard it, I had no idea what this nonsense meant.

"It means that he is the one and only ruler of this empire."

The man next to the first one continued speaking.

I wanted to tell them I didn't care whether the Emperor was the ruler or a slave of this country—I just wanted to go home.

"And you have been chosen as the moons of that sun."

"You have become the moons that support and are responsible for the empire's dark side."

"Accept it as an honor... and survive."

After that came beatings disguised as training.

They beat us over and over while teaching us, continuing with training that bordered on abuse.

They'd make us attack instructors in rooms without any light, or bring red-hot pokers to our bodies under the pretense of "torture training."

The only useful things I properly learned in that hellish place were throwing techniques, hand-to-hand combat, and how to handle daggers.

***

"I didn't want these memories to resurface..."

Those experiences once gave me trauma, so I preferred not to recall them if possible.

My body was constantly covered in bruises from being cut all over. Missing fingernails and toenails became normal, and bones would break frequently because I hadn't mastered falling techniques.

I still feel like I can hear the screams of those children in my ears.

What's worse, the instructor in charge of us was so inflexible that he would mercilessly beat any child who couldn't keep up with training.

"If you have the will to avoid being beaten, you can keep up with the training."

Every time he spouted that nonsense, I thought about gouging out that large scar over his right eye.

Just like I'm doing now.

*Swoosh*

"Kraaaa!!"

The creature swung its front paw horizontally at me with clear killing intent, but I barely managed to react by jumping upward.

From that position, I dove toward its right side, where it had already lost its vision. The creature twisted its body to the left to maintain its line of sight, but—

For someone like me who had learned throwing techniques to the point of nausea, that large body looked like a stationary target.

I created a hand axe in my left hand and threw it at the creature's eye, then performed a falling technique to protect my body as I descended.

But the creature wasn't going to just take the attack passively.

Whether it saw the hand axe coming or not, it seemed to have already given up on its right side. It didn't even try to dodge.

Instead, it chose to strike me with its left front paw, which sent me bouncing and rolling across the ground three or four times.

"Kuhuk... ke... kelruk"

I could feel my ribs breaking, and they must have punctured some internal organs because blood kept flowing from my mouth.

My right arm, which I thought had blocked the attack, wasn't in good shape either—I had no feeling below the elbow.

"A-are you alright?!"

"Jenison?!... Kuhuk"

Fortunately, I had landed near where my companions were struggling against numerous monsters. The Saintess, who had been providing healing and buffs to party members, immediately rushed over after seeing my condition.

Divine power flowed from her hands, realigning my bones and healing my punctured organs as if they had never been injured.

After briefly wincing at the pain, I quickly raised my head to assess the battlefield.

Brihin, who had been ambushed, appeared fine externally but was lying unconscious. Albert, Huben, and Sino were fighting at the front line to fill Brihin's absence.

The princess and Isabella were focused on casting their magic at the monsters.

Caerlin also seemed to be trying to control the monsters, but it wasn't working well, so she too was attacking them with other spells.

I wanted to praise them for holding up so well despite losing one of their frontline warriors, but there was a more serious problem at hand.

In the distance, a wolf watching the Saintess and me.

Those red eyes that had been watching the Saintess were now fixed on me.

A liquid the same color as its pupil flowed from its right eye, and the hand axe I had embedded there was already broken and scattered on the ground.

Awoooo—

Just as I was about to get up with my somewhat recovered body, the creature began to howl.

The sound forced all of us to turn our attention to it.

The monsters that had been attacking us stopped as if they had somehow communicated with each other, and like us, they simply stared at the wolf.

*Swoosh*

The purple mana stone embedded in the wolf's forehead began to glow, and all the surrounding monsters started to transform.

The tentacle-shaped ones grew more legs.

The bird-like ones grew larger.

The insect-like monsters developed sharper teeth and claws.

Awoooo—

With another howl from the black king, all the monsters launched a unified attack against us.

"Kuhuk... what the...!! Suddenly!!"

"They suddenly got faster...?"

"I... I really can't control them now...?"

We were helplessly pushed back, unable to adapt to the monsters' extreme transformations.

"Ugh..."

"This is getting more difficult..."

*If that creature charges at us now, we'll be helpless against it.*

Everyone had this thought as they looked at the black wolf, but it was already gone.

Some people wondered who it would attack, while others prayed it wouldn't come for them, but fortunately, none of them were targeted.

The wolf had been watching one man from the beginning.

The man quickly moved backward, barely dodging the black wolf's attack that was almost too fast to follow with the naked eye.

The wolf was displeased by this.

He was just a kid who wasn't even fully grown yet. Compared to the others, his magical power wasn't exceptional either.

That's what the wolf had thought, dismissing him.

But that thought changed quickly.

Ever since the man sacrificed his arm to gouge out the wolf's right eye. The pain was beyond anything the wolf had ever experienced.

The wolf gnashed its teeth in great anger.

Unlike other monsters, it was intelligent and powerful. It was natural to feel superior, but that superiority had been completely shattered by a mere boy.

The fact that a man who seemed barely capable of handling a low-level monster had gouged out its eye was unacceptable. The wolf's target had now changed to that man.

Ignoring the burning pain from its eye, it bared its fangs.

"First... before learning to defend... let's practice taking hits."

The creature's front paw swung toward my torso. Since my body hadn't fully recovered, it was difficult to dodge, so I was once again sent flying and crashed into the ground.

Blood tried to rush out of my mouth again, but I gritted my teeth and held it back. When I raised my head, I saw a black paw coming down on me.

*Boom*
*Boom*
*Boom*

The creature repeatedly struck down at me with its front paws, seeming quite pleased, while I barely blocked with both arms. My expression, though unseen, was surely contorted in pain.

Even with the metal plates I had created around my arms, the impact still came through.

Thinking I would die if this continued, I started looking for an escape. When the creature tried to strike me with both paws simultaneously, I quickly pushed off the ground and escaped.

"Always defend perfectly. If you get hit even a little, your defense has failed."

The metal plates were completely crushed, and my arms beneath them seemed to be fractured as well, judging by the bone-piercing pain.

I gritted my teeth and endured, but the creature wouldn't give me time to tend to my wounds. It lunged for my neck with its jaws.

"If defense fails... sacrifice flesh to save bone."

I mustered what strength I had left in my limp left arm and thrust it into the creature's jaw.

*Crunch*

The teeth sank in, bringing another wave of intense pain, but it was far better than dying. I tried to gouge out its left eye next, but my right arm was also fractured and wouldn't respond properly.

The creature clamped down harder and severed my arm.

The bone snapped and muscles screamed, but I couldn't focus on that now. I was desperately trying to think of any way to inflict even the slightest damage on the creature.

I fell with a thud, and claws came flying at me, but I quickly regenerated my left arm, pushed off the ground, and managed to dodge.

"...What do you do... when your opponent is stronger than you?"

The creature was strong. It wasn't called a mid-level monster for nothing.

It seemed to possess intelligence similar to humans, but since losing one eye, it had become excessively cautious.

It only attacked when I was completely unable to counter, waiting only for one-sided opportunities to strike.

I somewhat regretted not killing it outright instead of just gouging its eye, and my mana was almost depleted from continuously creating weapons.

"...What nonsense."

"I promise you."

I catch my breath. I close my eyes very slowly.

I try to calm my wildly beating heart.

Even though I'm used to pain, my arms and legs are trembling like aspen leaves.

I am not strong. I am not a hero. I have no sense of justice, I'm selfish, and I'm suited to being a coward who will use anyone if possible.

I pick up a blade again with hands once covered in all kinds of blood. The hands that once took lives continue to scream.

They try to persuade me to stop, to run away, asking if it's not too difficult, saying there will be another chance.

To resist the voices echoing in my ears, I cut off one ear. The pain feels fresh, as if I'm not yet used to it.

And I clench my still-trembling hand tightly to steady my resolve.

I keep telling myself: When will another chance come? What will running away solve? What right do I have to complain about difficulty when I'm covered in others' blood?

When I open my eyes, teeth like small blades are approaching me, and I take a familiar stance.

The instructors who told us to defeat them as a graduation exam. The numerous daggers and hidden weapons approaching with clear killing intent.

Some guys cried while holding their dead comrades, while others used those corpses as shields to stab the instructors' guts.

In that situation, the scarred instructor facing me gave me a look, and before I could figure out what it meant, he pointed his knife at me.

The rushing blade.

My clearly late reaction.

The instructor's regretful gaze.

Yet I survived that place.

Because of techniques I had learned through endless beatings.

"If you survive... there will be almost no one you can't kill."

"How do I know? Because I was like that."

Nine Moonlit Swords, First Form: Moon Shadow

I dove in. He dodged too easily.

Everyone watching had the same thought.

Like a shadow connecting with another shadow, the distance between the black wolf and the black-clad boy closed rapidly.

The wolf's swinging paw hit nothing but air, and the wolf's completely unguarded chest was exposed before the boy.

Then came a rising, curved slash.

Nine Moonlit Swords, Third Form: Eyebrow Moon Slash

*Slash*

"KRRAAAAANG!!!!"

"..."

"...Haha?"

Even Albert, who prided himself on his sword mastery from watching his family's knights—

Even Sino, who had endured countless blades while learning assassination—

And all the other students who had been glancing at the wolf and the boy while continuing to fight—

They couldn't help but be captivated by that sword strike, stopping their battles to watch.
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"Hooh..."

"W-what is that?"

"...Wasn't that a mid-level magical beast?"

The professors who had been eagerly observing the students all fell into confusion.

It was clearly an opponent that ordinary students couldn't defeat. Among mid-level magical beasts, that wolf was by no means a weak specimen.

Moreover, due to the mutation of the low-level magical beasts around it, there was no student who could help him.

In other words, he had to face a mid-level magical beast all alone.

None of the professors thought a single student could defeat a mid-level magical beast, and some even suggested deciding in advance who would retrieve him if he failed.

No one had any expectations for him, which made the current situation all the more unbelievable.

He slashed.
A strike that was neither too slow nor too fast.

Yet it was a beautiful slash, like a halo around the moon.

Even professors who prided themselves on their swordsmanship couldn't easily criticize that strike.

"...What's that student's name?"

"...How did he..."

"The name of that sword technique..."

Even professors who hadn't paid much attention to Jenison stood with their mouths agape, while those who already knew him were busy doubting their own eyes.

As the professors each fell into their own confusion, the chairwoman watching the same screen was also considerably shocked.

"...Impressive."

Even she, deeply immersed in magic and practically a layman when it came to swords, judged that Jenison's strike was far beyond the level of an ordinary student.

Moreover, his body was extremely interesting.

Even when his arm was torn off, cut, or crushed, somehow a new arm would appear. It was a feat impossible for a human body.

Offering his body to the enemy and targeting their life in exchange. It was more like the movement of an assassin than a knight or mage.

He acted like a human created solely to kill enemies.

That's why she couldn't shake the thought: why was Jenison fighting that magical beast there?

She had clearly warned him beforehand. If his performance in this midterm evaluation was deemed unsatisfactory, he would have to return the relic he had taken.

Taking back what was given was certainly petty behavior, but due to his accumulated infamy, there were too many professors opposed to giving him a relic.

"This isn't right, Chairwoman!! How could you give it to someone like him..."

"Rather than someone like him, my son would be more..."

Among them were arrogant people who occasionally approached her, suggesting that if there was a relic to give to "someone like him," it should be given to their children or families instead.

If others had seen this, they might have pointed fingers, saying it was too disrespectful to a 9th Circle Mage, no matter how rarely she showed anger. But opening the Academy's treasure vault was rare, and such privileges didn't exist.

So many people had visited her in just one day, unable to accept that the opportunity to choose a relic had gone to an Academy student whose thread had been cut.

Among them was even the vice-principal.

"Um... Chairwoman..."

"What is it?"

"No matter what... opening the treasure vault..."

"...Are you the same as them?"

"Honestly, I find it hard to believe that student has changed..."

"...This is a student I've judged... does everyone really share your opinion?"

"...If I may be so bold... how about using the midterm evaluation...?"

With even the vice-principal adding his weight, she could no longer stand by, and personally agreed to his request, deciding to follow their opinion.

Even if he asked for another relic, she intended to grant it. After all, it was their side that had changed the terms.

So she could have accepted if he had performed half-heartedly, but his actions completely defied expectations.

He rescued the Saintess, had his arm torn off, and his body reduced to tatters.

In situations where others would have given up and fled multiple times, he didn't run away.

Instead, he even proved his strength.

"He has definitely changed somewhere."

The old him would surely have fled, concerned for his own safety.

Just as she became more convinced of her own thoughts, someone approached her with an anxious face.

"Um... Chairwoman."

"What is it, Kaede?"

"In Area 18... the number of students... is decreasing too quickly."

"..."

***

Darkness falls.
Even the shadow freezes in place.

The black king, who had been so proudly tormenting its prey, gave its heart to the shadow.

The ruby-red eyes gradually lost their vitality, and soon gray began to overlay the red.

The twitching front paws and tongue stopped, and the whimpering that had briefly continued was no longer heard.

And I too, thinking my task was complete, momentarily relaxed, allowing me to properly face the screams within my body.

It hurts.
The excitement that had filled my body begins to subside.

As adrenaline decreases and my heartbeat slows, pain returns throughout my body.

I managed to recreate the "Nine Moonlit Swords," but perhaps because my body wasn't fully developed, it added to the burden.

My immobile legs and trembling hands are frustrating.

In this state, I couldn't even dream of going to help the others, and if other magical beasts targeted me, I couldn't resist.

Thinking this, I looked around, and fortunately, the situation seemed mostly resolved.

The Saintess, who excelled in healing more than anyone, along with the princess and Isabella, whose abilities couldn't be considered those of ordinary students.

With Albert and Huben holding the front line, the magical beasts couldn't easily break through and were helplessly overwhelmed.

Moreover, with their leader-like beast dead, it was natural for their morale to drop.

So the situation gradually tilted in our favor, which was welcome news for me, who could no longer help.

As I slowly exhaled my labored breath and tried to take out the cigarette I had hidden with my trembling hand...

"You!! Are you crazy?!"

"..."

I was stopped by the Saintess who had rushed over.

"Is this the time to smoke?! You're a minor anyway!!"

"It's not tobacco... but I'm sorry."

I had no choice but to apologize, as the atmosphere suggested I might really get hit if I argued further.

"...But aren't we still in battle?"

"That's as good as finished, and you're the most serious case right now."

"...I see."

"I don't know how your body is intact, but that's just the appearance. Your internal body is a mess right now!!"

Hearing that, I realized the shoulder I had created creaked whenever I turned it, and strangely, my arm felt like blood wasn't flowing through it.

Having hastily constructed an arm without perfectly connecting the blood vessels, I must look like someone with a crippled arm to the Saintess.

"But to save the Saintess..."

"Be quiet, and take better care of your body."

"...Your speech is getting rougher."

Feeling she might really break my arm again if I said more, I sighed and quietly received her treatment. Somehow, Sino had appeared beside me, sitting with her presence concealed.

"...?"

"Hello?"

"...Isn't the fight not over yet..."

"You're amazing!"

"...??"

She suddenly praised me and began bombarding me with questions.

What was that sword technique, how did I perform that movement at the end, and even saying my talent clearly wasn't in that area.

I was momentarily dumbfounded by the rapid-fire questions, and the Saintess told her not to disturb a patient who was being treated.

Our companions, who had cleared out the remaining magical beasts and joined us, caught my eye.

"Jenison!! Are you alr... I guess not."

"D-doesn't it hurt?!"

""...""

Albert, who had been running toward me, swallowed his question about whether I was okay when he saw the blood splattered around and what used to be my arms lying far away.

Rianna also asked about my body's condition with a face that looked like she might cry at any moment, seeing my clothes soaked in blood.

Isabella and the princess also had solemn expressions as they looked at the tattered arms, and I thought I heard the princess quietly praising me.

"Certainly impressive."

"""...!"""

At that moment, an unfamiliar voice came from behind me, and reflexively, the others and I turned our gaze behind me.

"Ah, I apologize if I startled you."

"Professor Franche?"

"Hmm, since you seem to know me, no introduction is necessary."

"What brings you here, sir?"

"Oh, nothing to worry about, Albert. I'm here to take that fellow lying over there."

It was Professor Franche, who despite his advanced age, was known for his middle-aged charm.

The reason he hadn't woken up despite the Saintess's continued treatment must have been because he was unconscious.

"Well, honestly, I didn't think you would defeat this one."

"..."

"I heard rumors that you had changed, but I didn't think they were true. People don't change so easily, after all. I didn't expect such a dramatic change."

"Yes."

"Hehe, quite the cold response. I'll be going now. I hope you survive until the end..."

The smile on Professor Franche's face, who had been continuing the conversation with a laugh, was suddenly gone, and his expression was completely hardened.

Following his gaze, I saw a person standing there, and as that man approached, I could make out his appearance.

A person covered in blood.

"...What have you become, Student Leon?"

"...Would you step aside, Professor Franche?"

"...I'm afraid I can't do that."

"..."

"Especially not for a 'Demonic human.'"

At Professor Franche's words, we all had to watch the situation with wide eyes.

"Hehe... How did you know?"

"That's none of your business. You must know what 'Demonic human' means, right?"

"..."

"From now on, I, Franche Kuran, will detain you."

"...Hehehehe"

As he finished speaking, blue chains made of mana writhed in Professor Franche's hands, and seeing this, Leon just stood there, laughing quietly.

"...What's so funny?"

"...Hehe"

Instead of answering, Leon looked at us behind the professor, and Professor Franche, aware of his gaze, adjusted his posture and continued.

"Do I look like I can't protect anyone from just you?"

"..."

"I guarantee, you won't be able to touch anyone else..."

The professor's attention was caught by the paper Leon took out from his chest, and ignoring the professor who immediately rushed at him, Leon tore the paper to shreds.

"..!"

"....!!"

At that moment, something seemed to keep ringing in my ears, but the sound was too muffled for me to hear properly.

It felt like something was filling up above me, and I started to feel nauseous.

Shortly after, my vision went dark.
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My vision turned black as I was sucked into somewhere,
and my injured body was thrown violently, making me scream once more.

Blood clots and groans escaped my mouth involuntarily,
but I had no luxury to writhe in that pain.

As soon as my lost vision returned, I saw a fist right in front of my eyes.

I instinctively turned my head to the right and barely avoided it,
but my legs, still not recovered, couldn't carry me far.

I couldn't counter the fist that followed me,
and as I fell forward, unable to stand properly, a foot stomped on my face.

Crack—

The surroundings were enclosed by a black barrier, and the terrain had changed drastically.

The owner of the foot on my face grabbed my neck and lifted me up,
and only then could I see his face clearly.

His pupils had changed to a slight purple hue,
and a sticky black energy emanated from the hand that held me.

"Hehehe... it's been a while, hasn't it?"

"...It's been... gack."

"Yes, it's been far too long. I've waited so long I can't even measure it... haha."

As he spoke, blood dripped from my abdomen where he had thrust his fist,
making a hissing sound as it fell.

Soon after, he pulled out his fist, and a crushed black mass of flesh replaced it.

"Gu... guhk."

"Puhahahahaha!! I feel like I could fly!!"

I gritted my teeth against the pain that made my abdomen feel deformed,
and perhaps because of that, a massive amount of blood welled up in my mouth.

I tried to cover my mouth with my hand to stop it, but I couldn't prevent it from flowing out of my nose,
and this guy seemed to take great pleasure just from seeing me bleed, continuously letting out disgusting laughter.

"How is it? Painful? Does it hurt?!"

"..."

"Whatever it is, it's less than what I felt... hehe."

"Do you have a grudge against me?"

I asked because I had no idea what this was about,
but his reaction was more dramatic than I could have imagined.

Very faintly, veins began to appear on his forehead,
and his eyes gradually turned reddish.

The grip on my neck tightened,
and the hand not holding my neck trembled quite severely.

He changed his smiling expression to a fierce one and shouted at me.

"You... YOUUUU!!!!"

"Gul... ack... speak..."

"Because of you!! Do you know what happened to me?!!!!"

Naturally, I had no way of knowing that,
and seeing that I didn't know, he roughly squeezed my neck
and told me in a very loud voice about what had happened to him afterward.

"...Is that my fault?"

"...What?"

Naturally, I couldn't understand his actions,
and he asked me back as if he had misheard something.

"...Say that again..."

"So... why is that my... gack."

"Say it again."

"That's not my fault... guhk."

The exchange repeated several times, but the content was always the same,
and each time, his grip contracted and relaxed.

After quite some time, when the content of our exchange hadn't changed,
he seemed irritated and threw me hard to the ground.

"Guhk..."

"You still don't seem to understand what's wrong... you bastard."

"..."

"The problem was that someone like you, who lost your family and fell to being a mere commoner,
dared to sigh in front of me."

Saying that with a sinister smile on his face,
he continued his story.

"Did you think there were people who had good feelings toward you all this time?
I guarantee that at least in the Academy, not a single person looks at you favorably."

"..."

"Shouldn't you be grateful that I'm properly educating you?"

"..."

"If you had quietly accepted my education, you might have become somewhat useful, hahaha!!"

After finishing his words and laughing heartily, when he didn't get the reaction he wanted,
he hardened his face again as if bored and stomped hard on my abdomen.

The part that had already caved in from the earlier attack.

"Ah... AAAGH!!"

"Why no answer? You don't seem to have become mute."

"Pf... pfhehehe."

Apparently displeased that I was laughing despite the excruciating pain I must have felt,
he removed his foot from my abdomen and stomped on my left thumb.

"What's so funny?"

Crack—

"I asked what's so funny."

Crack—

"Are you still laughing?! Even like this?!"

Crack—
Crunch—
Crack—

After breaking my thumb, followed by my index finger, middle finger, and finally my pinky in order,
the laughter from my mouth didn't stop, and he looked at me as if disgusted.

"Keke... kuk..."

"WHAT!! Is so funny?!!"

"You... do you really not know?"

"...Know what?"

"Everything that's happened so far... isn't it because you lost to me?"

BANG—

The sound was Leon smashing my head into the floor after I finished speaking, with a sinister smile.

"Gu... uh..."

"...Fine, I'll kill you slowly, as you wish."

After saying that, he grabbed my face with one hand again,
and with his other hand, he grabbed my broken left fingers.

Crack—
Riiip—

"Gu... aah..."

"Let me tell you what I'm going to do to you from now on."

"..."

"First, I'll slowly pull out your fingers one by one.
Slowly enough that you can observe the flesh tearing and stretching."

"..."

"After pulling out all your fingers, next are your toes.
Yes, that would be boring if done the same way, so I'll dig out your toes instead."

Saying that, Leon removed my shoe and pressed his finger against my right big toe.

I winced one eye as I felt his sharp nail digging into my flesh, but
he continued pressing his finger, not caring about such things.

Pressure continued to be applied, and soon the tendon connecting the toe was severed,
and I could feel his finger digging into the top of my foot.

"Gu... ugh."

"Yes... slowly like this."

Like hoeing a field, he literally dug out my toe,
and where the toe had been, a wound the width of Leon's finger remained.

He waved the blood-soaked toe in front of me as if showing it off,
and blood flowed from my mouth as I bit my lip trying not to lose consciousness.

"Next is your face. Your face has bothered me since long ago."

"..."

"I'll peel your facial skin very thinly. Enough to expose your eyes and cheekbones. Kuhehe."

"..."

"Now I can see fear settling in your eyes."

"...Do you think you'll have time for that?"

He tilted his head at my words, then with an expression of realization,
he laughed heartily, wiping away tears.

"Puhahaha!! You... pfft... you were counting on the Chairman?!
Yes, that's why you've been so arrogant."

"..."

"Sorry, but even the Chairman won't easily break through this place."

"...?"

"I heard it's demon magic, so even the Chairman will take time to undo it!!"

Demons.

A race that freely manipulates demonic energy, grants wishes, and takes payment in return.

I had carelessly not considered that direction.
What's in front of me is a Demonic human. A human who received power from demons.

That means he has a demon helper,
and when infiltrating the Academy, they must have considered the Chairman.

Though the Chairman is said to have mastered all magic, that's only human magic.
He wouldn't completely know demon magic, which is said to be difficult to encounter.

So naturally, it would take time to rescue me,
and what I would endure in the meantime was all too obvious.

It will be fine. I've always endured and am used to—

"Kekekuk... done with your thoughts?"

Crack—

The sound of him pulling out one of my remaining fingers.

The flesh connected to the finger made a ripping sound as it stretched,
and pain followed each time it was torn away.

"Just to let you know... if you regenerate them, I'll just pull them out again..."

I gritted my teeth to endure the pain, but the pain didn't lessen.

He still held my neck and slowly pulled out my fingers with his remaining hand,
watching my reaction, and I still had my right hand.

I hurriedly swung a blade toward his neck, but it bounced off as soon as it touched his neck.

Ting—

Making a sound as if hitting steel.

Seeing my action, Leon's expression became more intense, and he twisted
and pulled out my fingers more roughly.

"GUAAAA... AH!"

"If you still have energy to resist, use it to maintain consciousness."

"Gu... ugh..."

"Anyway, I think I can indulge for about 5 minutes."

What followed was a familiar hell.

He twisted my broken fingers slowly, very slowly, and pulled them out,
and I could only feel that pain fully.

Though I had always experienced it, the pain never became familiar, and even if I fainted,
he would always forcibly wake me up and resume his entertainment.

Eventually, after all my fingers were pulled out, he turned his attention to my feet.

As he had warned me earlier, he also began to dig out my toes very slowly,
taking his time, and

unlike the pain of bones breaking and flesh tearing,
I felt a new pain of flesh and muscle being crushed and tendons breaking,

and I continued to scream without tiring.

Finally, after moistening his throat with the unceasing blood, he
dug out all my toes, and my feet were literally in tatters.

Like rags that seemed completely unusable.

"Next is... as I said, here."

Saying that, the place he pointed to was my face,
and I, having lost my voice from screaming in pain, trembled my eyelids.

A black knife was now in his hand,
and the blade began to approach just below my eye.

No matter how hard I struggled, escaping from him with his body enhanced as a Demonic human
was completely impossible.

And so, he slowly filleted the skin of my face as if slicing sashimi,
and my face was turning into meat that hadn't been drained of blood.

With each scraping sound and ripping noise that circled my ears,
lightning-like pain continued to course through my face,

my screams grew louder, and perhaps finding it noisy, Leon covered my mouth with his hand
and continued what he was doing.

The screams that echoed filled the space within the black barrier and reverberated.

***

"Now you have a face worth looking at."

That was what Leon said with a truly ecstatic smile after finishing his "work."

In front of him lay a man who had lost consciousness, and his appearance
was too hideous to describe in words.

His fingers and toes were covered in blood and scattered around,
and what had been his hands and feet were crushed beyond recognition.

It was a sight that would frighten others just by looking at it,
but his face was even more severe.

His face had its eyelids cut off, with the eyeballs completely exposed,
and the rest of the skin was also completely exposed.

The cheekbones were fully visible, and the lips were also completely peeled off.

Looking at the state of the face, which could be mistaken for a skull roughly covered with flesh,
Leon smiled with even more satisfaction.

Whether it was because his sadistic personality had awakened after becoming a Demonic human,
the emotion of ecstasy was dancing in his heart right now.

He wanted to enjoy more, but it would be dangerous to delay any longer.
The time when the Chairman might break in was approaching.

Regretfully thinking that the entertainment must end here, he
pushes the black blade into his heart.

So that he can never come back to life with that strange talent.

'In the end, I'm the one who survived... I won.'

He is the winner, and the winner is right. So he did nothing wrong.

Thinking this, his feet, about to leave the place,
suddenly stopped moving.

Because of the presence moving behind him, rolling eyes that had turned white.

[I'm sorry... *sob*... child...]

Ch.42 - Midterm Evaluation (End)
In the black space, a pure white light is born.
The light, with no discernible source, fills the entire space.

Sensing something from the sudden light, Leon stepped back and questioned what was unfolding before his eyes.

He had definitely thrust his blade directly into the man's heart.
The black blade still protruding from his chest was proof of that.

Yet somehow, the man who had clearly lost consciousness and collapsed was now standing up perfectly fine.

When he finally raised his head, his face was different from before.
It was no longer the face with exposed cheekbones and missing eyelids.

His eyelids had regenerated, skin had grown to cover the muscles and bones of his face,
and his hands and feet had returned to normal.

The only difference was that his eyes now glowed white.

But his expression contrasted with those luminous eyes—it was miserable.

Tears fell steadily from those brilliantly shining eyes,
and his face showed guilt directed at something unknown.

[I'm... sor...ry... *sob*...]

"...?"

This creature, muttering incomprehensible sounds while constantly wiping away tears, seemed out of his mind.

Killing this madman one more time wouldn't be difficult.
With that judgment, Leon pointed his black blade at him again and charged.

Somehow he felt as if the dark energy around him was grabbing at his ankles,
but dismissing it as an illusion, he focused his gaze on the man's neck.

His steps grew faster as he approached,
and when there were barely five paces left between them,

the dark energy around him desperately grabbed his arm,
as if begging him to let his enemy go.

It was unacceptable.
The man who could well be called his sworn enemy was standing alive right before him.

Even if the being who gave him this power wanted it, Leon had no reason to obey,
especially when the target was Jenison.

"Let... go!!!"

Shaking off the dark energy restraining him, he finally placed his blade against the man's neck.

At first, he felt relief and exhilaration.
He also felt like he had fulfilled a long-cherished wish.

He felt elation and satisfaction at having brought the man who had reduced him to this state to his knees.
Confidence welled up within him, making him feel like he could do anything.

But what he felt next was confusion.

"...Huh?"

[...]

The blade he had created hadn't penetrated the man's neck at all.

The neck that received his blade showed not a single drop of blood,
and he even felt as if his sword was gradually moving away from the man.

As if instinctively avoiding him and trying to distance itself.

Then, the man who had been still until now slowly raised his head.
The man who had been crying and apologizing without reaching anyone raised his head.

His eyes still shone brilliantly and beautifully, but somehow Leon found those eyes very disturbing,
and finally, from his parted lips came words other than apologies.

[First, his safety...]

"What are you—"

As soon as the man muttered those words, Leon's vision flipped.

His question merely echoed in empty space,
and what he saw next was his own headless body collapsing,

"Wh...at...is...hap...pen...ing?"

and the man's fingers, somehow extended and swept horizontally.

***

Silence falls.

First, there were screams filled with pain,
second, apologies steeped in guilt.

And third, a quiet silence filled the black space.

In the silence-filled black space, only two beings were visible.

One being crying with his face covered by both hands on the blood-soaked ground.
And one black being, completely stiffened and grown cold before him.

There was nothing else.

[It...hurts...so...much...huu...]

[I'm sorry...I'm so sorry...]

White tears continued to fall like droplets from the eyes of the being who kept apologizing endlessly,
and he cried so sorrowfully that anyone would have felt pity.

After crying for about a minute,
cracks began to form in the black barrier surrounding them,

which meant that this being could no longer remain in this body.

How should he deal with these emotions—regret, pity, guilt, compassion—all mixed together into a sticky mess?

The black blade embedded in his chest crumbles.
Despite staying only for a brief moment, the pain feels as natural as breathing.

The longer the pain persists, the more the guilt increases proportionally.

Even if he were to offer his body and apologize profusely, it wouldn't be enough,
yet here he was, offering apologies that would never reach the other while shedding unsightly tears.

What could he do for him?
Surprisingly, the answer came easily.

He hates him.
Hates, dislikes, and despises him.

Then, accepting all that resentment and grudge.
Willingly accepting whatever pain follows.
Perhaps this is the only way he can atone.

[I'm...sorry...huu...]

Realizing that his actions resembled those of her "brother" whom she so disliked,
she fell back into self-reproach, and there was only one thing she could do for him now.

She didn't know what future this would bring,
but at least his situation wouldn't get worse.

Just before the black space disappeared,
a small light briefly rested on Jenison's forehead.

***

"Almost... done."

Outside, the Academy's director, Ruine, who was reverse-engineering the magic,
could sense that the process was nearly complete.

"The Academy evaluation is temporarily suspended.
Everyone except those in charge of guidance, gather over there."

"W-what?!"

"Wait, Director?!"

Earlier, as soon as she saw the paper that student Leon had pulled out,
she moved to that location as quickly as possible, ignoring the evaluation rules,

but in that place, a large black hemispherical barrier had already replaced them,
and the students who had been fighting with him were pouring magic into that black barrier.

"Step aside."

"Huh? Director?!"

"Director!! Jenison is in there...!"

"I know. Step aside."

As she approached, the viscous demonic energy tried to cling to her body,
but with just a slight surge of her mana, it could no longer stick to her,

and having immediately recognized it as demon magic upon seeing the demonic energy,
she began reverse-engineering on the spot.

Even if it's demon magic, it's still magic.
There are methods to reverse-engineer it, and though it takes time, it's a reliable approach.

She might be able to break through if she poured her own magic into it,
but using that method would not guarantee the safety of the student inside.

Believing that he would surely endure based on the abilities she had seen from him so far,
she began reverse-engineering at the maximum speed she could manage.

With the professors who followed also helping with the reverse-engineering, it could be completed even faster.

Thinking this, she started the process, and after passing 1 minute, then 2 minutes, and approaching 3 minutes,

as she realized the reverse-engineering was almost complete, she heard the voices of two people.

"Is... is it still far from done...?"

"Please... just be alive."

These were the words uttered by the Saintess and Albert respectively.
Of course, they weren't the only ones who were anxious.

"Please... please..."

"...Calm down a bit, Rianna."

At least all those who had acted alongside him were worried about his well-being,
and Professor Franche, who was blaming himself for his mistake, was no exception.

Given the circumstances, the fact that he had been taken by Leon, who had transformed into a Demonic human, made them even more anxious.

No matter how positively one tried to frame it, it was difficult to believe that Leon had good feelings toward Jenison.

Even professors who didn't view Jenison favorably were worried in a different way.

The fact that a Demonic human was an Academy graduate, that they failed to detect a Demonic human entering,
and that a student was endangered because of it.

It would clearly make for excellent gossip material,
and while more people were worried about losing their livelihoods,
at least for the best possible outcome, it would be better if Jenison were alive.

Now, about 4 minutes after starting the reverse-engineering, cracks finally began to appear in the black barrier,

and the cracks spread wider, shattering like a giant glass window and disappearing piece by piece.

"Je...Jenison!!"

"Is he alive?!"

As soon as the barrier disappeared, Rianna and Albert rushed in,
and thanks to that, they were the first to discover him collapsed.

What appeared to be fingers and toes were scattered around him,
and the place where he lay was damp with blood and other fluids.

Their faces turned pale as they realized what this scene of obvious torture meant for him lying face down.

"Is...is this real? No way?!"

"Calm down...! He's still breathing."

Thankfully, he was breathing and seemed to have simply lost consciousness.
Though they didn't know how he was still alive, that fact alone was enough to reassure them for now,

and as they calmly looked around, they also found Leon's corpse.

A corpse that still emanated an ominous aura despite its severed neck.
A head with an expression of emptiness that couldn't be erased.

"Is this... Leon?!"

"It doesn't seem like Jenison did this..."

Eventually, the people who followed them also heard that Jenison was alive,
and everyone seemed relieved, but there was one person who reacted differently.

"Huh...?!"

The Saintess, Hildegard, upon seeing him, desperately tried to control her wildly trembling pupils,
approached Jenison, and then collapsed on the spot as if her legs had given way.

"...?!"

"...!!"

"How...how is this possible..."

Though she heard voices saying something to her after she suddenly collapsed,
she ignored them, her gaze fixed on only one place.

Toward the forehead of the one who was still sleeping peacefully.

Ch.43 - Meeting (1)
Everything around me was pitch black.

The ground felt damp like a swamp, and both sides were completely open—no matter how much I waved my hands, I couldn't touch anything.

When I tried to move forward slowly, a splashing sound came with each step as my lower body got wet and ripples spread around me.

Yet strangely, despite the wetness, the ground beneath my feet remained firm and solid, supporting my weight without sinking—truly a peculiar place.

After walking for who knows how long,

Finally, a very faint sound began to reach me.

[■■...■■■..!]

A noise-filled, still incomprehensible sound.
Yet this voice was familiar.

It was one of the voices I'd heard in that dream.
The voice that disappeared first, smiling at the end.

In any case, hearing any sound in this unknown place devoid of noise was a good sign.

Afraid the voice might flee, I approached it extremely slowly—
even more slowly than one would approach a wild cat to pet it.

After walking for what seemed like forever,

At the end of the voice's trail, a sphere floated in midair.

At first, I couldn't believe the sphere was the source of the voice and searched around,
but no matter how much I looked or which direction the voice came from, there was nothing else.

I had no choice but to believe this sphere was the source of the voice.

[....]

"..Hmm?"

While I was thinking about what to do next now that I'd found the voice's source,
and how to get out of this place,

I felt it watching me.

The moment that thought crossed my mind, I suddenly became aware of
an eerie energy creeping up my body, and I reflexively pulled back.

[Kuh..huhehehe!!]

"..."

As soon as I withdrew, the purple-glowing thing
suddenly whirled toward me and started laughing with a disgusting sound.

[■■..!! ■■■ ■■■!!]

This thing was rejoicing while making incomprehensible sounds.
Its joy felt deeply unpleasant to me.

Then, saw-like teeth appeared on the creature that had been laughing continuously.
They interlocked and stretched upward in what was unmistakably a smile.

It approached slowly.

I could run away if I wanted to,
but if I fled now, I might lose my chance to escape this place.

With that thought, I didn't resist its approach,
and seeing that I wasn't running away, it pulled the corners of its teeth up even higher.

Finally, when it was about a hand's width from my head,

My neck disappeared into its mouth.

[Je..■..]

***

The sudden pain in my neck made me jump up,
and in that instant, my eyes caught sight of several stars.

BANG─

"Ugh!!"

A sound like hard stones colliding echoed through the room,
and someone in front of me fell backward with a small groan.

"You're... awake?!"

"..Saintess?"

With her still faintly brown hair shimmering,
a rosary on her chest, and now repeatedly touching her forehead

The Saintess, Hildegard.

"Where... am I?"

"The Academy dormitory. We brought you here after you collapsed."

The Saintess explained what had happened outside after Leon and I entered the sphere.

From how the director led efforts to reverse-calculate the magic as quickly as possible,
to how they found Leon's corpse and me inside.

I was especially shocked to hear about Leon's corpse.
I had assumed they rescued me and then dealt with him.

I know I fainted from the pain at some point,
so whatever happened, I certainly wasn't responsible.

"..Then why are you here, Saintess?"

"Ahem... I have something to ask you, Brother."

As she said this, adjusting her posture,
she appeared more serious than I'd seen her before.

Plus, I could sense two presences outside this room,
ready to burst in at the slightest opening.

And their focus wasn't on the Saintess, but on me.

"If you want to talk... please send away the people outside.
And tone down the killing intent too."

"...!"

"Did you think I wouldn't notice?"

"I'm sorry, they told me to bring them for safety..."

After the Saintess gestured toward the door, I could feel
the hostility that had been subtly directed at me dissipate.

Still, they didn't move far from the door,
showing how much they valued the Saintess's safety.

"Now... let's get to the point."

"Why is your tone—"

"Brother."

"..Yes."

"It seems that the divine one has descended upon your body."

Today I learned something new.

When humans hear unexpected words without any preparation,
their minds can go completely blank.

And in my case, that blank mind quickly filled with confusion and disgust.

Followed by an uncontrollable murderous intent.

It was so intense that even the holy knights waiting away from the door
were startled enough to burst in.

"Sa-Saintess!!"

"Are you alright?!"

Unlike the knights rushing in from a distance,
the Saintess didn't even blink at my murderous aura as she stared at me.

After apologizing for unintentionally showing killing intent and calming the knights' hostility again,
I faced the Saintess once more.

"..Are you certain? How can I believe this?"

"Kandel, would you bring me a mirror?"

As soon as the Saintess gave the order, one of the knights who had awkwardly entered the room
handed her a small mirror from inside his uniform.

The Saintess then passed the mirror to me.

"Would you check your forehead, Brother?"

"..."

I silently took the mirror and used my free hand
to lift my bangs.

A symbol was revealed.

A symbol commonly seen in churches and cathedrals,
easily found as decoration even in the markets outside.

The Holy Grail.

The symbol of God was imprinted on my forehead,
and as soon as I confirmed it, I immediately threw the mirror away.

"What..!! What is this..?!"

"It's a mark left on you by the divine one."

"But why!!!"

The Saintess pressed her lips together, signaling me to calm down a bit,
but I couldn't seem to do that.

Even now, I feel tremendous revulsion at this fucking symbol being engraved on me.
It's disgusting, abhorrent, and fills me with such rage I might pass out again.

I immediately created a small knife in my hand, and seeing this, the holy knights rushed forward,
but they couldn't stop me.

I slashed across my forehead.

The expressions of the Saintess and the charging knights were worth seeing, but I didn't care.
Blood flowed and pain sparked like electricity, but I ignored it.

My only concern right now was erasing this symbol.

Scraping, cutting, squelching—various sounds invaded my forehead.

When I could feel pieces of flesh falling and dangling, the knights grabbed my hands.

"St-stop it!!"

"Please..!! Calm down for a moment!!"

No matter how hard I struggled, this young body couldn't overpower two adult knights,
and the Saintess, looking troubled, touched her forehead once before approaching me.

She probably wanted to heal me, but I didn't want to accept it.

I felt repulsed. Nauseous. Hatred welled up.
I even felt rebellious toward the small divine power in the Saintess's rosary.

"Don't... don't!!!"

"W-wait... what's wrong?!"

"She's trying to heal you!! With divine power, don't you understand?!"

*I don't want that, you bastards!!*

I quickly regenerated my forehead and stopped the approaching Saintess.

To prove I didn't need her healing, I showed my forehead,
and she slowly backed away with eyes full of inexplicable sympathy.

The knights holding my arms finally released me.

"..Brother, you really..."

"..Saintess."

"Yes?"

"..I want to meet that being."

The knights' expressions widened in shock.
Their faces said: Do you know what you're saying?

They were clearly surprised that someone like me
wanted to meet God, whom even the Pope had never seen in person.

"I was actually going to talk to you about that."

"W-wait, Saintess?!"

"This person is going to meet... the divine one?!"

The knights looked even more troubled as the Saintess nodded affirmatively to their questions.

For those with strong faith, a private audience with God would be a dream,
but I'm sorry to say that wasn't my concern.

Without delay, I asked the Saintess about the method.

"So... what's the way?"

"That symbol."

"..?"

"If you inject mana into that symbol, your soul will be
called to the divine realm, as I was told."

As soon as she finished speaking, I thanked the Saintess
and injected mana into the symbol—the mark that remained intact even after I'd torn my forehead.

Think it's rude if you want.
My mind is filled with thoughts of killing that bastard anyway.

Before long, I instinctively felt my mana filling the holy grail symbol,
and I could feel my consciousness being pulled somewhere.

Swoosh─

Finally, as my consciousness headed somewhere and my eyes closed involuntarily,

I could see the Saintess's lips moving.

"Tranquiel..."

*May happiness be with you?*

***

When I regained consciousness and opened my eyes,
what I saw was a pure white space, in stark contrast to before.

And standing before me was a golden-haired angel.

"Greetings, I've come to escort you."

"..."

For a moment, thinking this might be related to God,
I barely managed to restrain my hands from moving on their own.

I had to control myself.
There was no need to waste my emotions on this angel.

Carefully managing these thick emotions that seemed ready to overflow at the slightest disturbance,
I followed the angel who walked ahead, gesturing for me to come along.

Slowly and cautiously,
I walked with the feeling of a bomb that might explode if anything went wrong.

After walking a short distance, a large temple came into view.

The floor appeared to be marble but with an even deeper shine,
and the carved stone pillars gave off an imposing feeling just by looking at them.

"Please go inside this way."

"..Thank you."

I entered the temple and walked further,
until finally a door appeared.

A wooden door with a handle made of well-carved stone.

When I lowered the handle and opened the door, what appeared before my eyes
was a scene not much different from the director's office.

Piles of documents and bookshelves on a desk.

The only difference would be the small orbs of light flying around moving papers.

And in the middle of that room, on a chair, sat a woman in white.

A woman with her head bowed and hands neatly folded on her lap.

[..I'm sorry]

I was surprised.
Surprised by the voice.

Not because it was beautiful or unpleasant,
but because I'd heard it somewhere before.

The two voices that appeared in that dream.
The warm voice that apologized to me until the end for some reason.

She was the goddess.

"..Finally.."

[...]

"Finally we meet...? Haha.."

[...]

"You..you..!"

[...]

"You!! Fucking bitch!!!!!!!!"

Ch.44 - Meeting (2)
After I recognized that the woman before me was a goddess, what followed wasn't a conversation but a single strike.

The angel behind me, stunned by my cursing, couldn't stop the hand axe I swung diagonally from upper right to lower left.

Because she was a goddess.
Because she was a being superior to all others.

Naturally, I didn't think my attack would work.
At least... that would have been the case normally.

But having lost my reason to anger, that thought never crossed my mind.
I only wanted to dismember that goddess's body.

The hand axe sank straight into the woman's seemingly fragile shoulder.
Yet she neither raised her head nor screamed.

As if this situation meant nothing to her.
And her calm reaction only drove me more insane.

She showed signs of penitence, as if she deserved whatever she received,
and her small lips continuously formed apologies.

[I'm sorry... I'm sorry...]

*Shut up... shut up!!!*

I grabbed the hand axe embedded in her shoulder, hovering in the air,
and sliced through space again, faster than before.

Thud—
Crack—

From right shoulder to left shoulder, once again the hand axe left my hand
and hung suspended in the air, and I pulled it out again as if refusing to accept this.

Once, twice, three times, and on the fourth time, the hand axe continued to sink in and be pulled out.

Thunk—
Crack—

[Aaaagh... ah]

With each scream from her mouth, the corners of my lips curled upward.

Since a hand axe blade can't cut through a human body multiple times without becoming damaged,
naturally, the blade that had repeatedly struck a divine body was completely ruined.

But that wasn't enough to exhaust my rage.

I threw the hand axe to the floor and approached to pound the fragile woman's stomach.
My fist sank in like hitting a rubber ball.

The goddess who had been continuously apologizing until now made a retching sound,
and inversely, my mood improved just a little.

Thud—
Crack—
Squelch—

My beating didn't stop at her stomach but continued to her face, arms, legs, and everything visible,
not sparing even small areas like her eyes.

[Nngh... ughhhh...]

Her once snow-white, beautiful stomach was now marked with fist-shaped bruises,
her nose was flattened, and both arms were broken.

Her legs, which had boasted beautiful lines, were bent in impossible directions,
and three daggers were embedded in the throat that had produced such a beautiful voice.

"...Don't you have anything to say?"

[I'm... I'm sorry...]

"That doesn't seem like appropriate last words."

[It's... it's my fault...]

Crazy bitch.

I snickered and stomped down hard on her pathetic, sprawled head, intending to crush it.

Except what I stomped on wasn't her head.

Looking to the side, I saw the still immobile goddess who could only groan,
and another woman holding her tenderly in her arms.

Still with bright golden hair and white feathers fluttering.
The one who had been guiding me until just now.

"...What are you doing?"

"..."

"Oh, was that difficult to watch? Then in another place..."

"...Still, she is my... no, our mother."

"...So what?"

"Please... listen to her story just once."

No.
What does it matter if there are circumstances?
No matter what the circumstances, I have no intention of forgiving her.

As a sign of refusal, I threw the axe toward the fallen goddess's head,
but it was barely deflected.

[Move aside... Michael.]

"M-Mother...?!"

[This is my sin, my karma, and I must rightfully bear it...]

The goddess, now called Mother, her body somehow completely restored,
pushed away the angel called Michael and approached me.

A goddess who received everyone's respect just by existing.
To me, the most disgusting and contemptible being.
And now she was slowly approaching me.

Her eyes held ashen regret as she looked at me.

Her beautiful, dignified hand gestures conveyed remorse.
Her dampened voice trailed with lingering emotion.
The sweet voice reaching me carried sorrow.

Yet her footsteps toward me never stopped,
so my blade, driven by instinctive aversion and deep-seated grudge, swung.

The flying blades pierced through her body.

A blue blade lodged in her once beautiful eyes,
and axe blades took away her elegant fingers.

The bitter smile on her lips had disappeared,
and her sweet voice now carried pain instead of sorrow.

Yet she still refused to stop approaching.

Even when I cut her leg tendons to prevent her advance,
even when the hand axe was embedded straight into her knee,
even when I connected her legs with iron rods,

she showed no sign of stopping her approach toward me.

"...Don't come any closer."

[...]

As she continued to approach me relentlessly,
my body retreated one step at a time.

"I said don't come closer!!"

[...]

For every step I took backward, she took two steps toward me.

I even tried to completely crush her legs, but somehow she rose again
and continued to approach me.

Of course, this was her room, so the space was limited,
and when I had nowhere else to retreat, she closed the distance between us without hesitation.

Just as I made up my mind to pierce her throat,
her unexpected action momentarily stunned me.

[I'm... I'm sorry... huu...]

"...?"

[Please... just once... listen to my story...]

She neatly folded her hands and bowed her head to the ground before me,
as if prostrating herself.

What people in the 21st century would call dogeza.

"M-Mother...?"

[Just... just once... please listen to my story...]

"..."

And she did this in front of someone who called her mother.

With her noble title of goddess,
she bowed her head to me, a mere creation.

With a sobbing voice unbefitting a goddess's title,
and a trembling form despite being supported by the ground.

The angel called Michael, who had regained her senses, tried to help her up,
but retreated with a tearful face at the goddess's stubbornness.

As if I had become the villain, I frowned deeply
and vented my frustration by nervously stomping on the head before me.

"Why... why are you doing this now?"

[Agh...]

If I were to grab any passerby and ask what feeling my voice conveyed,
they would probably all answer like this.

"Even when I cried out to God."

A cracking sound came from beneath my foot.

"Even when I believed without doubt that you would someday save my life."

I couldn't control my right foot as my emotions intensified.
The speed of my stomping increased, and the force behind it gradually grew.

"Even when I tried hard to remember all my past wrongs and repent."

As the twitching of her head gradually decreased, my right foot, as if losing interest,
sought other places to stomp on one after another.

Right hand, back, waist, both shoulders—not a single spot was spared.

"Finally, when I had lost all hope and wished for death,
you said nothing, so why now...!!!!"

[Augh... huu...]

"Why this bullshit now..."

My right foot, carrying all my strength, struck directly at the back of her head, which still maintained its posture.
The ground made a booming sound, and the impact broke my ankle.

Beside me, Michael embraced her again and grabbed my left foot.

"P-Please."

"..."

"Mother is not like a divine avatar now... she will truly die."

"..."

"Please... would my life not suffice...?"

Saying this, she assumed the same posture as the goddess, like mother like daughter.
Complete with a sobbing voice.

"Do you know my circumstances too?"

"...Yes."

"Then you should know well that it's not possible."

"Please... just listen to her story once."

Seeing a beautiful woman begging desperately with a pleading voice
is not a particularly pleasant sight.

But I have no intention of forgiving that fucking bitch either.

Ignoring her as she clung to my left foot, I maintained my posture
and continued to approach the prostrated goddess.

"P-Please... please."

"..."

Dragging Michael along, I approached the goddess and roughly grabbed her hair.

Several strands of her beautiful hair were pulled out in my hand,
and she involuntarily let out a pain-filled groan.

"What do you want?"

[...]

"There must be a reason you're acting like this now."

[I... want to talk... augh...]

"You can be honest."

Despite gripping her hair more tightly to tell her not to talk nonsense,
the words coming from her mouth didn't change.

She wanted to talk.
If I would listen to her story, she would accept whatever I did afterward.
If I couldn't trust her, she would make a contract on her divine true name.

No matter how many times I refused and threw her head away, Michael kept pulling at my pant leg,
and the goddess seemed determined not to move until I listened.

Suddenly, I found myself in a situation where two beautiful women were clinging to me,
and tired of it all, I slammed the goddess's head against the floor and opened my mouth.

"...Keep it short."

[Yes... yes!!]

"Th-Thank you so much."

Even though I tried to comfort myself by saying I was just listening, I couldn't help feeling displeased.

Ch.45 - Meeting (3)
I looked up when I expressed my intention to hear her story.
Her expression brightened instantly, and the surroundings changed.

What had been an ordinary office moments ago was now a completely white space.
It was difficult to tell if there were even walls or floors.

"Where... should I begin..."

"Keep it as short and simple as possible."

"Yes..."

The goddess who introduced herself as Sola clasped her hands to her chest as she spoke.
The story began to flow from her small lips.

"I didn't create this world alone.
Other gods contributed too, and they each bestowed grace upon humans in their own way."

***

The gods all cherished humans.

Of course, they didn't consider them equals,
but they clearly treated them at least like beloved toys.

They each helped humans in their own ways
and took pleasure in watching how much humans developed.

The Noble Knight gave them innate leadership and charisma.
The Craftsman of a Thousand Items gave them dexterity in handling objects.
The God of War gave them individual martial prowess.

Humans, blessed with the grace of countless gods,
worshipped them and believed only in them.

But humans were ungrateful, as expected.

As time passed, they acted as if they had never worshipped the gods
and began to ignore them completely.

Instead, they said not to attribute their talents to divine selection.
They claimed they could defy the fate determined by gods through their own efforts.

They tried to forge their own destinies.
Mocking the gods was just a bonus.

But most, or rather almost all gods, didn't take any particular action against them.

Just as no one abandons their cat
just because it stops showing affection to its owner.

However, one god seemed to think differently.

Luna, ruler of the night and goddess of the moon.
She apparently couldn't tolerate the change in the cat's attitude.

Seeing humans turn their hearts away,
she became furiously angry at their behavior.

She insisted that these arrogant humans, who didn't recognize the grace bestowed upon them
and boasted as if everything was due to their own merit, should be punished.

But her opinion wasn't accepted.
After all, the gods still liked humans despite everything.

Eventually, while her opinion was being rejected,
an incident occurred.

Humans properly provoked Luna's already precarious mood.

Until she finally lost patience and purged them herself,
humans showed no remorse or guilt.

From her sister the Sun's perspective, the Moon's anger was justified,
but it was still unacceptable for a god to directly interfere with humans.

She was punished, and the remaining humans spread a beautiful rumor about repenting their sins.
A rumor interpreted and spread by humans from human mouths.

***

"...So why are you telling me this story?"

I'm getting tired of this.
I'm not sitting here quietly to listen to some ancient tale.

What circumstances you had.
What desperate situation made you do such things to me.

That's what I was curious about when I followed you.

"It's related to you... very much so..."

"So what exactly—"

"The cause of your reincarnation cycle... is her..."

As soon as she finished speaking, I grabbed Sola's hair again.
Pulling it taut like a rubber band.

"Explain properly if you don't want your scalp torn off."

"Ah... ugh..."

"Tell me everything about why she's making me reincarnate."

No matter how much I thought about it, nothing came to mind.

I had never heard such a story in any of my lives,
and the only thing related to the moon in my life was the Nine Moonlit Swords.

Therefore, I couldn't imagine a single reason for making me reincarnate.

"She... fell."

"What...?"

"Even while being punished, she never forgave humans."

***

She continued to hate humans even while her power was restricted and she was bound.

We thought that hatred would eventually fade,
but that incident kept adding fuel to the fire in her heart.

The source that once emitted her soft light turned black,
and hatred grew in her heart instead of love.

Hating humans like that, she eventually walked the path of corruption.

Abandoning her divine status to manifest on earth, killing humans,
and creating a new paradise.

But that wasn't easy to accomplish either.

For her to influence the earth
consumed numerous [causalities], so she had to find another method.

She chose to dwell in a human body, but that too was difficult.

She needed a body that could withstand
the numerous grudges attached to her.

The guilt she felt when she first killed humans.
The sorrow of a child crying while holding onto their mother.
The resentment of someone screaming while holding just one hand of their lover.

Emotions that would instantly break an ordinary body.
No body existed on earth that could withstand all of that.

Even for a goddess who once loved humans more than anyone,
those emotions were incredibly difficult to bear.

So she fell into thought again.

'If such a body doesn't exist in this world, shouldn't I create one?'

If I can't stand the humans of this world, I'll bring someone from another dimension.

And to withstand the guilt that originated from me, I'll remove compassion.
If one cannot bear sadness, remove empathy.
If one cannot bear resentment, learn selfishness and rationalization.
Remove love so that one can kill them all.

Wouldn't that work?

***

"...So I was the one chosen?"

"...Yes."

I'm so dumbfounded I can barely speak.

I repented hundreds of times,
confessed thousands of sins,
and shed tens of thousands of tears.

I abandoned my humanity by killing people,
and abandoned my conscience by using people.

That's why I blamed myself as trash who could die anytime.
I thought the cause of reincarnation might be a sin I hadn't noticed.
So I thought it was punishment given to me.

But the cause was
merely the hysteria of a goddess whose name I don't even know?

*This is fucking ridiculous...*

"Um..."

The goddess begins to look at me anxiously as I freeze in response.
And I start to remember what I did to her, who still treats me cautiously.

She's strange too.
According to her words, she shouldn't have done anything wrong.

"...Then why are you apologizing to me?"

"...Because I'm... a bystander..."

"That seems like too much of an apology for mere bystanding...?"

"..."

Let me think.
What would have happened if she hadn't met me?

I would have continued the cycle of reincarnation, becoming increasingly deficient somewhere.
Then, as she said, that god would use my body to descend.

So what benefit does this goddess gain?

What benefit would a goddess gain
when humans face a crisis of dangerous proportions?

Without even asking, it would be faith.

Humans look for divine miracles in areas beyond their capabilities.
They would automatically cry out to her, called a goddess.

Once this thought reached me, there was only one conclusion.

"...Hey."

"Hiccup!!... Yes..."

"You... fucking... didn't help not because you couldn't, but because you chose not to?"

Deliberately allowing crises to befall humans.
So that humans would cry out to you at the end.

Because for gods, human faith is equivalent to their own status.

As soon as I finished speaking, her head bowed automatically,
which appeared to me as a silent affirmation.

I grab her bowed head and slam it to the ground, pressing down.

"Why are you telling me this?"

BANG—

"Are you asking me to save those humans down there?"

BANG—
CRACK—

"No, why did you tell me this story in the first place?
If you had stayed quiet, I would never have been able to meet you."

CRUNCH—
SPLAT—

"Hmm? Care to answer?"

When I lift her head again, her face is a mess.
Her newly repaired nose has collapsed again, and even her left eye is crushed.

"At first... to protect my proxy..."

"And?"

I grab her hair tightly and pull upward,
indicating she should speak more quickly.

"Ugh... I made a promise... but if you die, it won't be fulfilled..."

"...And."

"I hurriedly possessed your body... and all kinds of memories flooded in..."

"..."

"From the sense of loss when you first killed someone... guilt... physical pain... sadness... everything..."

By now her voice was sobbing,
and tears were forming drop by drop in her beautiful eyes.

"Even having all the skin on your face peeled off... all fingers and toes cut off..."

"..."

"Even that alone... was so... so painful... I couldn't bear it... but you've been going through this repeatedly..."

"..."

"I could have... helped... it wasn't even that difficult..."

"..."

"I'm... I'm sorry... I was... wrong... sob..."

Even Michael, who had been clutching my pant leg, quietly stood beside her
and bowed his head, while I remained frozen in place, doing nothing.

After a long while,
as their sobbing gradually subsided,

"...Shall we pray one last time..."

Ch.46 - Meeting (4)
When I first started this cursed reincarnation cycle—in the life right after I died as a slave—I both resented and desperately yearned for God.

I visited every nearby church, made confessions, and sought out prayer rooms. Once, I fasted and prayed for three straight days until the nuns had to drag me out. Some priests even left me behind as I recited every trivial sin I could think of.

I felt sorry for them, but I was desperate back then.

I chanted prayers thousands upon thousands of times and even made expensive donations, thinking my faith was insufficient.

But the cycle of reincarnation continued, mocking my efforts, so I assumed my prayers went unheard.

That's when I stopped praying. When I needed God, everything else was by my side instead—demons, humans, animals, nature—everything except God.

But now? God is right in front of me.

"...Should I pray..."

[...Excuse me?]

"...?"

Two women stare at me after my accidental mutter. I fidget with my collar, trying to shake off their gaze.

"Anyway... where is that bitch?"

[T-that bitch...?]

"Luna."

As soon as I speak, her lips press tightly together, clearly refusing to answer. Seeing this, I forcibly pull her lips toward me.

"Answer me."

[Mmmmph...]

"...I still don't like you..."

My words slow as I apply more pressure to her lips, compressing her soft lips tightly.

"But I'm ending this here because there's a more urgent bitch to deal with."

[Mmm...mph...mm.]

"Don't try to stop me though. Just because you're that bitch's sister doesn't mean you can protect her. I might really kill you..."

[....!]

Her expression shows confusion about how I knew, while my face clearly displays my intention to mock her.

"Your name is Solar—the sun—and she is Luna."

[....]

"And in that story, the sun is the moon's sister. I think everyone would know that."

[....]

"I'll ask one last time, where is that bitch now?"

I release her fingers from her lips, and she massages her swollen lips while avoiding eye contact as she continues.

[...I don't... know.]

"...What?!"

[I-it's true!!]

I scowl, thinking I misheard, but her frightened voice gives the same answer.

[Gods have... something called causality...]

"..."

[I can't explain causality precisely, but if we consume too much, we cease to exist.]

"..."

[And... she's fallen into a long sleep after consuming too much causality. To summon just you to this world.]

To think a god would experience something like annihilation just to summon someone like me. I'm not sure whether to be grateful.

[And now she'll try to capture you to resurrect using your body...]

"...."

[W-what is this... hand?]

My palm was suddenly in front of her face. She looked at it, then raised her head to look at me.

What is this, she asks? Isn't it obvious?

"Hand it over."

[W-what?]

"I've been praying to God all this time. Even when people around me tried to stop me, telling me to take it easy, I didn't quit."

[T-that's different...]

"So isn't it your turn to give me something now?"

She made an indistinct sound like "ah...uh..." as she looked at me again, seemingly trying to argue.

"You've never given me anything."

[....]

"You deliberately ignored my situation even though you knew about it. All for your own benefit."

[....]

"And the cause of everything that happened to me is your sister."

After finishing, I gave her a look that said "isn't that right?" She bowed her head again and mumbled, asking what I wanted.

I raised the corners of my mouth as I continued my answer.

"Anything that helps me become stronger."

[Uh... what?]

"I want to become strong enough to kill that bitch. And I need your help to get stronger quickly."

[....]

"So hand it over."

But she seemed to refuse, as expected. Who would agree to help someone kill their family member?

Even the most heinous criminals have family members who would protect them.

But I was the one in the position of power here.

"I'll make one condition."

[...?]

"If you help me now, I won't kill her, no matter what."

[....!]

"...Is that true?"

As soon as I finished speaking, not only did she raise her head, but even Michael, who had been bowing his head beside us, looked up.

Hope seemed to bloom in their eyes, and the goddess's lips were even slightly curling upward.

"As you know my personality, I fully intend to kill her someday."

[....]

"No matter how many times this reincarnation cycle repeats, I will never give up on killing her."

[....]

"So, make your choice."

Choose a certain way to save her, or gamble her sister's life on uncertainty.

As I expected, she seemed deeply troubled.

No matter how great a wrong she had committed, no sane person would cut and damage a god's body without hesitation.

At the same time, she was probably thinking, "But what if this man really could do it?"

Finally, her lips parted after contemplation.

[I cannot excuse her wrongdoings either...]

"I keep my promises."

[..I understand.]

As soon as our conversation ended, she created something in her hand.

Blue, green, and white colors blended together in distortion, and soon a thin triangular plate formed in her hand.

It continued to be created.
Assembled.
Harmonized.

This process repeated for a while, and before I knew it, the triangular plate in her hand had become an icosahedron.

When she placed the softly glowing blue icosahedron against my chest, it slowly entered my body from her hand.

It happened as naturally as a droplet merging with a river, and soon my head began to ring terribly.

"Ugh... what is... this?!"

[C-calm down... you're just adapting to it.]

As she said, the maddening headache began to subside after a while, but ignoring the lingering pain, I asked her about its identity.

[Well... in your world, they call this a... status window?]

"....?"

[Strictly speaking, it's different from that, but...]

'Status window...?'

As if sensing my inner thoughts, a window appeared in front of me, obscuring the goddess. Just like in those fantasy novels I used to read.
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"...What is this?"

[It will quantify human strength for you.]

"..."

[D-don't you... like it?]

Do I like it...?
To be honest, I don't.

Couldn't she have given me a special weapon I could use immediately,
or the ability to use magic exclusive to gods?

My thoughts must have shown on my face because the goddess was fidgeting uncomfortably.

[I'm... sorry... but if I help you any more, the causality...]

"...Even something like this is dangerous?"

[If you were from our world, maybe not, but you're from an entirely different dimension...
I can't easily interfere...]

That I can understand.
I was actually wondering why she wasn't stopping my disrespectful behavior.

Even if she was acting out of guilt,
it was strange that even Michael couldn't stop me, but now I know the reason.

Thinking that she must have done her best to help me,
I began to ask my next question.

"...These unreadable characters—"

Before I could finish, my body started becoming transparent.
The mana I had stored in the Holy Grail must be running out.

Even as my consciousness faded, I could still read the goddess's lips moving in front of me,
and they formed the same words I had seen before coming here.

'Happiness... to you'

***

"—hey!!"

"—are you?"

As soon as I opened my eyes, blinding light shone in, and I saw three faces before me.

The Saintess and the Holy Knights.

"He seems to have awakened, Saintess."

"...You didn't behave disrespectfully toward the goddess, did you?"

The first thing she asks when I wake up is whether I was disrespectful to the goddess.
A truly fitting greeting from the Saintess.

When I said it was so-so, she got up from her seat with a bland expression,
and the Holy Knights followed suit.

"Oh... and you'll need to come to the church soon."

"...?"

"The Pope wants to see you because of the inscription on your forehead."

The Pope, ruler of the church and servant of God's duties.
He's long been rumored to be as black-hearted as a raccoon.

Of course, sane people wouldn't speak of this freely,
but that's how he's known in public rumors.

Given that such a person wants to meet me,
I doubt it's for a good purpose. As I was thinking this, the Saintess stopped at the door and spoke to me again.

"But you really didn't behave disrespectfully, right?"

"...."

"...Why aren't you answering?"

"...."

"Come here for a moment."

It seems my body will need a bit more time to fully recover.

Ch.47 - Self-Loathing
"J-Jenison, are you okay?!"

"Are you awake?!"

Rianna and Albert come running down the hallway so loudly you'd think the corridor would collapse, apparently just now hearing that I've woken up.

Despite it being time for the midterm evaluations to continue, they've run here until they're sweating. I hand them each a glass of water as we talk.

The conversation flows from typical concerns about whether I'm really okay, to scolding me for fighting so recklessly alone, to questions about what happened inside that black sphere.

"My body seems fine, so don't worry."

"R-really? Thank goodness~"

"That's a relief."

"What happened with the midterm evaluation?"

"Ah... about that..."

The kids explain that thanks to the Chairwoman reverse-engineering the magic, they were able to find me collapsed inside along with Leon, whose head had been severed.

While they're happy about how fortunate this was, I don't feel particularly pleased.

The fact that the Chairwoman could reverse-engineer a demon's magic was shocking in itself. Human and demon magic systems have completely different structures, and it's said that no human knows demon magic formulas.

But what's important is that the midterm evaluation was interrupted.

It's well known that mages never go back on their word. And the Chairwoman stands at the pinnacle of such mages.

So at this point, if I don't receive an excellent grade, all my plans for the artifact will be for nothing.

Let me say it again: obtaining artifacts is incredibly difficult.

Conquering a Gate is hard enough, but getting an artifact with the abilities you want is far more difficult.

Moreover, since the artifact ability I want is quite high-level, the difficulty of conquering the Gate naturally increases as well.

I had planned to receive the artifact I desperately needed in exchange for saving that pathetic person I could have killed at any time.

I kept messing up my hair in frustration at how thoroughly screwed up this situation had become.

I could probably get what I want by putting the Chairwoman in my debt, but that would mess up my other plans.

"Albert, then what about the grades—"

"Ah, you wouldn't have heard."

Though I trailed off mid-sentence, Albert seemed to understand my question and answered.

"To put it simply, the midterm evaluation rankings will be calculated based on the point when the evaluation was suspended."

*Shit.*

"Why the sudden concern, Jenison? Weren't you the type who didn't care about grades?"

"...It's nothing."

Just as I was thinking I should meet with the Chairwoman, the window beside me opened and a gentle breeze blew in.

Green leaves fluttered in, and before I knew it, they had transformed into the Chairwoman.

"Hello, students."

"C-Chairwoman?!"

"..."

The Chairwoman looked at our surprised faces, brushed her bangs aside, and explained why she was here.

"I need to confirm something with you students regarding your grades."

With a slight wave of her hand, documents and a quill appeared in her grasp, and she sent them flying toward us.

Our evaluation grades and names were written on them, and after looking at each of us in turn, she continued.

"I sincerely apologize for the unfortunate incident at the Academy that has caused you students such great harm."

"...!!"

As she said this, bowing at a 90-degree angle, we were all greatly surprised. She straightened up as if nothing had happened and spoke about the compensation we would receive.

"First, all students who survived when the Demonic human incident occurred will definitely be compensated.

And to prevent such unfortunate incidents from happening again, we will install a magical barrier,

and we've agreed to prioritize the surviving students in grade calculations."

As she spoke, she took something out from a spatial pocket.
A dazzling blue light, as if alive, concentrated in one place.

We couldn't help but be captivated by the blue light that seemed alive, and soon it split into three parts and came into each of our hands.

When the blue light finally dissipated, what we saw were elegantly decorated glass bottles containing blue liquid.

"W-what is this, Chairwoman?"

"It's an elixir that increases mana capacity. It will be of great help to you all."

"W-what?!"

"Of course, this is just part of the compensation for damages. You will also receive rewards based on your grades."

Mana is essential for all magic.
And this means that the more mana you have, the more overwhelmingly superior you are in battle.

However, mana capacity is fixed from birth and cannot be changed except through special methods or elixirs, which are exponentially expensive.

In that sense, this was something that would make others' jaws drop, but I immediately set it down on the floor and looked back at her.

"Chairwoman... my grade...?"

She made an expression as if she didn't understand what I was saying, then returned to her expressionless face and patted my head.

I instinctively pulled away from the sudden touch, but she responded impassively as if she didn't mind.

"Your grade is excellent. So you don't need to worry."

"...Me?"

"Is there a problem?"

"It's a bit awkward for me to say, but I didn't receive many bonus points..."

"If a student who single-handedly defeated a mid-level magical beast isn't excellent, then who is?"

At the Chairwoman's firm statement, the others around me chimed in supportively.

They kept praising me, saying I was amazing and cool, and that they had no idea I possessed such power.

Your drastically changed attitude toward me felt somewhat awkward.

I couldn't say anything in response.

Because I haven't changed.
I'm not someone whose behavior suddenly changed due to possession or something like that which often appears in novels.

What you saw was Jenison, is Jenison, and will be Jenison.
It was me, is me, and will be me.

I wonder what stories will circulate once I leave this room.
Will those who saw me come running with smiles to curry favor?
Or will I see those who still don't believe the rumors?

I haven't changed, but people say I have.

I received praise from the Chairwoman who showed no interest in me until recently.
I received compliments from a child who was bullied by me.
I finally gave my friendship to a friend who kept approaching me even when I deliberately kept my distance.

What has changed, and why am I receiving such goodwill?
Even though I'm still not a clean person.

I've killed people.
I've tortured minds and turned bodies into six pieces.

Excuses like saying it was the only way to survive don't work.
After all, I'm a murderer.

I've caused great pain to some,
given others a reason to desire revenge,
and given someone power stained with blood.

Thinking about it this way, I know I'm only hurting myself,
but paranoia keeps rummaging through my mind.

As increasingly negative thoughts began to dominate my mind,
I see a rippling window appear before me.

≪Problem detected in user's serotonin and dopamine secretion, substitute hormone secretion≫
≪Secreting...≫

Slightly surprised by the sudden status window,
my body suddenly began to feel languid.

The negative thoughts from earlier disappeared, replaced by a sense of happiness.
As happiness and excitement intensify, my mood improves instantly.

*...Are you trying to control my emotions? What is this...*

"...Student Jenison?"

My expression must have been quite serious as I froze at the status window's message,
because the Chairwoman, who had somehow approached right in front of me, was looking down at me.

Moreover, Rianna and Albert beside me were also staring at my face,
making it impossible not to feel pressured.

I tried to brush it off saying it was nothing, but
Albert didn't seem willing to let it go.

"Speak, Jenison. I can tell something's wrong just by looking at your expression."

"..You don't need to concern yourself."

Despite my unintentionally sharp voice,
Albert paid no attention and continued to stare at me.

"Huh? Jenison, is something wrong?"

"...?"

Rianna and the Chairwoman also joined in staring at me,
and tired of their gazes, I had no choice but to say something to divert their attention.

"It's nothing much. I just need to visit the Church."

"What?"

Surprised by their unexpectedly intense reaction, I looked up,
and the people on either side of me were staring with wide eyes.

"The... Church...?"

"Is there really a need to go there?"

"Unless it's for treatment, I cannot excuse you from classes."

They each demanded an explanation, but I don't know much either.
It seems to be because of this mark, but I don't know exactly what it is.

No matter how I tried to evade, it didn't work,
so the atmosphere eventually allowed me to get by with saying I needed ongoing treatment.

Somehow I managed to get through it, and then the princess, Isabella, Carlin, and others came to welcome me,
and answering all their concerns left me with no time to rest.

And not long after, I was able to visit the Church with my body fully recovered.

***

≪Observing massive amounts of stress from user.≫
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"...?"

Ch.48 - Pope (1)
The color of the church is pure white.
A pristine white with no other colors mixed in.

It represents the devout faith and pure hearts of the believers,
who always wear rosaries on their chests so others can identify them as members of the church.

They don't actively proselytize.
Because God prefers voluntary faith.

Nevertheless, they remain an influential power in the Empire
because they bring tangible proof of God's existence.

Divine Power

The power to create blessings and miracles by borrowing God's strength.

When they travel around healing people before their very eyes,
why wouldn't one believe in God?

With the church having virtually monopolized priests,
the Imperial family has no choice but to accommodate them.

After all, priests are invaluable human resources.

And standing at the top of these priests is one person.

The Pope
The bishop of the church and its highest authority.
The adoptive father of the Saintess, who is so beloved by God.

Though he may appear to be a kind old man on the surface,
he is undeniably the leader of a powerful faction.

He possesses strong divine power and
is said to be the closest to God, except for the Saintess.

And now, I'm at the church to meet such a person.

***

"Young master!! Where are you going again! Every time you go out—"

"I'm sorry, Ella. I'll be back soon."

"Y-young master!!"

Leaving Ella's nagging behind, I hurried to visit the church to meet the Pope.
Of course, not alone, but with the Saintess.

How long had we walked without exchanging a word?
Before I knew it, the church building came into view.

"Stop right there."

"Non-believers cannot enter the church."

"You must notify us in advance to be allowed entry."

The front of the church resembled a temple,
with perfectly symmetrical statues placed on each step.

As I tried to enter through what appeared to be the main entrance,
knights in silver armor crossed their spears in an X formation to block my way.

Their breastplates and pauldrons were embedded with crosses,
and the flat sides of their spearheads also bore crosses, clearly identifying them as church knights.

They maintained a solemn, dignified atmosphere, appearing determined not to let me pass
under any circumstances, but that atmosphere quickly changed.

"I'm here to see the Pope. Would you please open the door?"

"Hmm...? S-Saintess?!"

"W-we'll open it right away!"

When the Saintess, who had been standing behind me all along, stepped forward and made her request,
the doors that had seemed absolutely impenetrable opened with surprising ease.

That fact alone gave me a sense of the Saintess's position within the church.

"What are you doing, just standing there...?"

"...Coming."

Once inside, the interior was as magnificent as the exterior.

The circular dome that hadn't been visible from the front due to the length of the nave
reminded me of Western architecture.

The gold inlays scattered across the white columns we passed
reflected the light streaming through the holes in the dome's clerestory, brightening the interior atmosphere.

As we ventured deeper inside, I could see that it would have been an exceptionally beautiful place
if not for the goddess statues positioned throughout the interior.

"...Um, if you keep reacting like you're seeing everything for the first time."

"It is my first time."

"What? Weren't you a noble?"

The Saintess's surprise was understandable.

Most nobles visit the church at least once during childhood.

Not with the pious goal of cultivating faith from a young age,
but to receive blessings from the church's priests.

Blessings like enhanced natural healing abilities.
They might not be tremendously helpful, but they're good to have.

While not absolutely necessary, it's also a good way to establish friendly relations with the church,
and this practice has become commonplace among nobles.

Of course, the church collects "donations" in return,
but they don't demand amounts that would concern nobles.

However, I couldn't visit the church.
Isn't it obvious why?

"Didn't you come to the church when you were—"

"I was an illegitimate child, so they probably thought it would be a waste of money."

"...I'm sorry."

"You have no reason to apologize, Saintess."

"...This could cause problems..."

I couldn't quite hear her last words, but I didn't pay much attention to them.

For a while, an uncomfortable silence hung between us,
and I think we both just wanted to arrive quickly.

But the silence didn't last long,
as church members recognized the Saintess from afar and approached us.

"Ah, Saintess!! Where are you headed?"

"Hello, Sister. I'm just going to see the Pope..."

From a modest-looking older nun to...

"Hmm? Isn't it the Saintess? Haha."

"Hello, Sir William."

"Haha. I'm honored that you remember someone like me."

A sturdy knight belonging to the church, wearing simple armor
and carrying a silver sword on his back.

"Saintess, it's been a while since I've seen you."

"Pastor Tom... perhaps you should save the drinking for later?"

"Ah, you caught me? Haha..."

Even a middle-aged man in black priest's robes,
his red face made even more prominent by his attire.

More people than I expected approached the Saintess without hesitation.

I had thought people would be intimidated by a Saintess,
but I never expected her to get along so well with everyone.

Perhaps my feelings showed on my face,
because after glancing at me, the Saintess told me exactly what I wanted to know.

"I grew up in the church since I was little.
I've at least met most people here once."

"I see."

"Not to brag, but I'm quite sociable...
There aren't many people in the church who don't get along with me."

As we chatted, we arrived at the conference room door.
We entered through massive, majestic doors that resembled those of a royal palace.

First came light,
then overwhelming divine power,
and finally, a prominent goddess statue positioned at the far end of the room.

My eyes narrowed at the light and the goddess statue,
but all that discomfort was instantly dispelled by the overwhelming divine power.

In the center, a man stood alone on a platform.

To ordinary people, he might appear to be just a kindly old man with a warm presence,
but I didn't perceive him that way at all.

Understandably so, since he commanded such a vast amount of divine power.

The man standing alone on the platform,
with what appeared to be bishops lined up on either side of him.

While I was momentarily speechless at the scene that resembled something from a historical drama,
the Saintess confidently stepped forward as if accustomed to it.

"Saintess Hildegard, here to see the Pope."

"..."

I hurried to follow the Saintess, but having no connection to the church,
I naturally didn't know their etiquette.

Of course, I failed to follow the Saintess's respectful greeting in time,
and seeing me standing awkwardly, a stout bishop reprimanded me.

"Show proper respect before the Pope!!"

As the bishop, who looked like he might be covered in grease, scolded me,
others around the room began to talk about me as if in agreement.

"How could someone who doesn't even know basic manners be that..."

"He certainly doesn't seem very refined..."

"I heard that at the Academy too..."

The once-quiet room was suddenly filled with whispers,
and as if to push the atmosphere further, the first bishop approached the Pope.

"Your Holiness, I really don't think someone lacking even basic courtesy
could possibly have received favor from—"

"Shut your mouth, Bishop Rignil."

Everyone turned their attention to him, startled by his cold tone
that didn't match his earlier warm appearance at all.

"So, because he doesn't know church etiquette, you're questioning
the judgment of the one who chose him?"

"N-no... that's not what I—"

"Or do you now believe you can fathom the goddess's choices yourself?"

"A-absolutely not!!"

"Then keep your mouth shut. You can judge after observing him."

His words instantly cooled the bustling atmosphere,
and simultaneously, a solemn voice different from his cold one came from his mouth again.

"I apologize, but I'd like to get straight to the point."

"...I would appreciate that."

"Well then, could you show us that mark first?"

As soon as he finished speaking, I lifted my bangs to reveal my forehead,
causing gasps of surprise from around the room.

Even the Pope in front of me couldn't maintain his composure,
standing frozen with his eyes wide open.

"...Verify it."

"Y-yes!!"

At the Pope's command, several nuns approached me,
carefully examining my forehead, looking at it and touching it.

"I-it's real...!"

"There's no doubt! It's the goddess's mark and divine power!!"

The nuns' loud exclamations echoed throughout the room,
which once again filled with the murmuring voices of people.

"I-is it really true?!"

"T-the goddess chose him..."

Just then, a hammer made of divine power struck the Pope's platform,
and with a loud bang, the platform shattered.

Everyone focused their attention on the Pope, who didn't seem bothered by it at all.
His expression remained unchanged, but the atmosphere had somehow become warm again.

"Everyone, please calm down. We've confirmed that the mark is genuine."

"..."

"Jenison? I'm sorry, but could you stay for just one day?
We need to make various preparations on our end."

"What kind of preparations...?"

"Well, we have a few things to prepare. Please understand.
You'll be able to ask all your questions then."

"...I understand."

"Then we should show you to your room.
Saintess, may I ask you to guide him?"

"I will."

Their conversation moved so quickly that I had no chance to interject.
The Saintess grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the room.

The place she dragged me to was a room so spacious
that comparing it to my dormitory would be disrespectful.

"I'll explain the details when I visit you this evening. For now, please rest."

"W-wait a moment."

With those words, the door closed,
leaving only luxurious furniture to keep me company in the room.

Unable to adapt to the sudden turn of events,
I tried to lie on the bed to organize my thoughts.

But having walked without rest, my body seemed to sink
into the soft bed, and soon my eyelids grew heavy and I fell asleep.

***

"Hmm... do you drink alcohol?"

"...Yes."

"Your Holiness, he's a minor!!"

I'm sure that's what happened...

Ch.49 - Pope (2)
"...is it?"

"...yes."

Two voices could be heard in the darkness.

For a moment, all I could think was that someone had broken into my room.
As I woke from sleep, I prepared to lunge forward while scanning my surroundings.

"Oh, you're awake."

"You must have been quite tired, brother."

"...Why are you here?"

The people I saw were the Saintess and the Pope.
And they were holding alcohol from who knows where.

"Well, since we're here, why don't you come sit with us?"

"...Yes."

At the Pope's invitation as he downed his wine in one gulp,
I sat down with them.

The Pope poured wine into his glass and offered me one.
Of course, the Saintess intervened.

"Pope, we are minors."

"Ah, right. I apologize."

As he continued enjoying his wine despite saying that, I asked why they had come.
I figured there must be some reason for the Pope and Saintess to visit in the evening.

"Well, I have a proposal for you. Nothing too grand."

"A proposal...you say?"

"Yes, a proposal."

As he said this, his gaze was so solemn that it was impossible to imagine
it belonged to the same person who had been enjoying wine moments ago.

"By any chance, would you be interested in receiving support from the Church?"

"...What?"

The content was as heavy as his gaze.

Suddenly showing up and offering Church support.
I don't even know what the mark on my forehead means.

"...Could you explain from the beginning?"

"Hmm? What do you mean?"

"I'm curious why you're making such an offer to me."

"...Do you not know what that mark means?"

"...That the goddess has her eye on me?"

"You know very well, so why ask?"

With the Pope's confirmation, I didn't need to think further.

As I mentioned before, even the Pope has never directly seen the goddess.
It's known that the goddess is fair to everyone except the Saintess.

So when a human appears who has caught the goddess's attention,
it's a fish the Church can't afford to let go.

It's another piece of evidence that the goddess exists.

So they're offering to back me with the Church's support.
And if I become a believer in the process, all the better.

The Church's backing is certainly tempting.
I could probably get whatever I need.

They're a power comparable to the Imperial family.

"I'm sorry."

"Haha! Yes, of course... Wait, what did you say?"

"I said I decline."

But it's not that much of a benefit to me.

Money?
The income from scroll sales is already enough.

Living conditions?
I much prefer the practical dormitory where Ella is to this large, beautiful room.

Honor?
Do I look like I have time to care about that?
When I need to spend years finding artifacts for human creation.

Besides, if the Church backs me,
they'll undoubtedly keep pressuring me to join.

I don't know about other things, but I can't praise and worship that woman.

""...""

"Is that all you wanted to say?"

The Pope put down his wine glass with a shocked expression,
while the Saintess showed no particular reaction, as if she had expected this.

"May I ask your reason?"

"I don't want to be a pawn in the political games of those at the top."

"Wait a minute, you!"

The Saintess jumped up angrily at my words.
Understandable. The "top" I referred to included the Pope.

And since he's her adoptive father, her intense reaction makes sense.

"Is there anything wrong with what I said?"

"That's not the—"

"Hahahahaha!!!"

The Pope, who had put down his wine glass, was laughing hysterically.

Like a child excited about receiving a new toy.

After laughing for a while, the exhausted Pope collapsed on the floor.
His behavior was so vulgar that others might call it blasphemy.

"Hehehe... Yes, it certainly doesn't feel good to be treated that way."

"..."

"I've experienced it myself in the past. I apologize if I offended you."

"...It's fine."

"Well, as the Pope of the Church, I'll shamelessly ask again. Any conditions are acceptable."

"..."

"Would you consider taking our Church as your backing? You can set any condition."

"F-Father!!"

"Oh! It's been a while since I heard that. Hahaha!"

It was an unbelievable offer.
It meant the Pope was willing to yield to me.

The Saintess seemed to realize this and tried to stop him,
but the Pope had already made up his mind and easily ignored her voice.

"Can I set any condition?"

"Yes, that's right. In return, I'd like you to answer a few questions afterward."

"I don't know what they are, but I'll do that."

"Good, then what are your conditions?"

I took a deep breath, as if building suspense,
and the longer I delayed, the more the Saintess and Pope focused on me.

"First, don't try to convert me."

"Hmm... that's a bit disappointing."

"I think so too."

These people.
I don't know about other things, but I still feel uncomfortable with holy power.
Enough that I would never accept it unless healing was necessary.

"Second, please don't announce that I'm a human chosen by the goddess."

"Ah, that's not possible."

"Isn't that a bit unreasonable?"

The two agreed.
To be honest, I expected this opinion to be rejected.

The Church needs evidence too.
Some people only believe when shown the goddess's mark.

But from my perspective, it's troublesome.
I'm already getting attention for killing mid-level magical beasts.

Sure, some people praise and flatter me,
but the opposite definitely exists too.

Just thinking about those jealous bastards constantly checking on me
makes me irritated and uncomfortable.

≪Detecting a sharp increase in user's discomfort≫
≪Analyzing cause...≫

You just shut up.
Anyway, I don't want to attract attention if possible.

Even if they say it's difficult, what can they do?
Right now, I'm in the superior position.

"If you can't accept these two conditions,
I can't play along with what you want."

"...Even if I say I'll force you?"

As soon as he finished speaking, a considerable amount of holy power erupted from his body.
The surrounding air gradually became heavier, giving me a sense of pressure.

But it was at a level I could somehow endure,
so I barely held my ground and looked at his face.

"Like this... the goddess... chose me..."

"...You're right."

The holy power that had been pressing down on the surroundings disappeared as if it had never been there,
and the Pope, now holding a cracked wine glass, opened his mouth.

"Well, I'll accept your conditions. It must be the goddess's will.
Just tell me what resources or anything else you need."

"...Should I thank the goddess?"

"You! Watch your mouth!!"

The Pope laughed at my words again,
then wiped his tears and continued our conversation.

"Haha! You're more interesting than I thought. Are you sure you won't join the Church?"

"Not even if the sky falls."

"Hehehe, I suppose not."

Saying that, he filled the cracked glass with wine again
and immediately emptied it.

Despite having drunk quite a bit, his face showed no signs of intoxication.
Whether it's due to holy power or not, it's not an ability I particularly envy.

After all, there are times in life when one needs to get drunk.

"Ah, may I ask my questions now?"

"...? Yes, go ahead."

"You've seen the goddess, right?"

"Yes."

"What did you do when you met the goddess? What does she look like? Is she beautiful?"

I backed away hesitantly at the rapid-fire questions,
and the Saintess tried to defend me by stopping the Pope.

"Pope! He's uncomfortable—"

"Daughter."

"Y-Yes?"

"Aren't you curious about the goddess's appearance?"

"..."

"What she looks like, what her voice sounds like, what would I do first if I could meet her."

"..."

"Aren't you curious?"

Soon the Saintess also seemed influenced by the Pope
and stopped trying to restrain him, instead approaching me with her own questions.

What did she look like, how was her voice, did I see angels too?
Questions that seemed to melt the Pope's lifetime came flying at me.

I answered all the questions I could.
Each one honestly.

The goddess was honestly beautiful, and her voice was sweet.
Michael, needless to say, boasted supreme beauty,
and the scenery of the divine realm was also spectacular.

"Then! What did you do when you met her?!"

"Ah, torture—"

""What?!""

Oh dear, I seem to have said something wrong.

From what I glimpsed, holy power was flashing in the Pope's eyes.
Probably to verify if my words were true, but it was quite frightening.
They were flashing like a cat's eyes seen at night.

The Saintess's holy power was coming from her fists instead of her eyes.
She looked ready to rush at me if my words were true.

"Y-You...!!"

"Wait, please calm down. I can explain everything—"

"You blasphemer!!"

It seemed a bit too late for explanations.

***

'Damn, to humiliate me in front of so many people...'

The pig bishop who kept thinking while stuffing food into his mouth.
It was Bishop Rignil.

On the bed where he sat, a nun was panting,
and the way she moaned while caressing her chest was no different from a prostitute.

Rignil, who had just enjoyed her body and was taking a short break,
was dwelling on the Pope who had humiliated him in front of so many priests.

Rignil had always thought of himself as a chosen one.

He believed this holy power was a blessing bestowed by the goddess who recognized him.
Without knowing anything about his talent.

When the power of a bishop was given to someone who was already greedy,
he was no longer a normal person.

Believing that commoners should bow their heads to him,
he became a beast who raped women indiscriminately.

Today too, he had selected a nun he liked, drugged and raped her,
and was enjoying his time when a knock was heard.

Knock—Knock—

"Who is it?!"

"It's Antonio, Bishop Rignil."

"...What is it?"

"I have something to discuss... may I come in?"

"...Enter."

The door opened to reveal a tall man with ash-gray hair.
He was a large man, at least 190cm tall, praised for his good personality.

Although his background was unknown, they couldn't turn away someone who wanted to join the Church,
so they had reluctantly accepted him, and he had proven to be a man with a good reputation and diligence.

"What is it? I'm not in a good mood today."

"Ah... because of the Pope?"

"...Shut up."

"The Pope was too harsh.
No matter what, to rebuke you like that..."

"..."

Happy just to have someone on his side,
he poured out all the frustration he had accumulated against the Pope.

While explaining the thirteenth reason why he disliked the Pope,
Antonio interrupted him with a proposal.

"...Bishop, wouldn't you like to become Pope?"

"...What?! What did you just say?"

"I... have allies who have infiltrated the Church.
They say a saint might appear in the Church... wouldn't that cause internal turmoil?"

"...I'll pretend I didn't hear that. The risk is too great."

"If you help us, I'll give you the Saintess."

At his words, Bishop Rignil's turned back stopped abruptly.

The Saintess. The Saintess, he said.
Is he offering me that beautiful young girl?

That girl with the audacious body that excites men despite her young age?

Just imagining crushing that small, delicate body beneath him
made his pants bulge,

and seeing this, Antonio, determined not to let the opportunity slip,
began whispering even more softly into his ear.

"Think about it. That girl moaning beneath you..."

"..."

"If you join hands with us, the Pope's position is not just a dream."

"Ahem... what do I need to do?"

Imagining the Saintess lying on his bed and the Church under his control,
Rignil broke into a broad smile,

and similarly, Antonio, whose eye color had changed to purple,
responded with an equally broad smile.

Just like a pure child.

Ch.50 - Rignil
News spread through the Empire like wildfire.
They say rumors travel a thousand miles without legs.

I understand what that means all too well now.

"A human blessed by the Goddess has appeared."
Just one baseless rumor like this was enough to cause a huge commotion throughout the Empire.

After all, it's well known that the Goddess has never shown favoritism to anyone before.

Seeing how much influence a mere mark can have,
I have to admire how well the Goddess has managed her image.

It's as if an unwavering faith, like that of fanatics,
has taken complete control over this country.

Fortunately, since the Church hasn't made any official statement yet,
most people seem to dismiss it as nonsense.

"Ah, if it isn't the Holy One! Hahaha!"

"Good day to you."

Of course, since I've openly shown my mark within the Church,
the people inside the Church know about its existence.

Some believers have already started calling me the Holy One,
and I often notice them trying to treat me with excessive reverence.

They're probably trying to make me think that becoming a believer wouldn't be so bad.
I don't know who ordered it, but their intentions are obvious.

So now I have to deal with:

"Holy One, would you like to try this?"

"Hahaha, Holy One!!"

"Holy O—"

*For fuck's sake!! I'm not joining your church!!*

If there was malice behind it, I might understand, but there's clearly no ill intent from them.

That makes it harder for me to react.
If there had been malice, I would have killed them on the spot.

At the Academy, I had no backing, but now I'm different.

As someone chosen by the Goddess, it wouldn't be a big deal if I killed a few believers.
If anything, those who disrespect someone like me would be in the wrong.

Nevertheless, I try my best to avoid conflicts with others.

Having lived as an assassin, as a mad scientist conducting human experiments,
and as a slave who was beaten relentlessly without rest.

Naturally, my distrust of people and disregard for life have grown considerably.

That's why, feeling this wasn't right, I established one rule for myself.
I didn't want to become a murderer who kills people on a whim.

If they don't provoke me first, I'll show them at least minimal courtesy.

That's been my rule for some time now.
The minimum standard I set for myself to get along with those around me.

So I can tolerate things like this.
They mean no harm to me.

Even though they constantly sing hymns in front of me,
explain the beauty of statues modeled after the Goddess,
or recite prayers while holding rosaries, there's no malice.

If it's goodwill, then these could be considered acts of goodwill.
What's wrong with praising and evangelizing the object of one's faith?

They don't know what conflicts exist between the Goddess and me,
so I can understand their actions well enough.

The same goes for the Saintess's behavior.

Her deep faith is evident from her position alone,
so it's natural that her attitude toward me isn't favorable.

As long as her beautiful faith doesn't affect me,
I have no intention of being hostile toward her.

"Ah! Don't sit there!! The statue...!"

"Always be grateful to the Goddess..."

"Let's have a prayer time together..."

Of course, from my perspective, she's just one of many annoying women,
but even though she bothers me like this, I don't sense a single ounce of malice in her tone.

Unlike the person standing in front of me right now.

"Ahem, Holy One, might I borrow a moment of your time?"

It's that rather plump bishop who was severely reprimanded by the Pope.
I believe his name was Rignil.

Whether he's not even trying to hide his ulterior motives or not,
he approaches me quite openly.

The unsettling energy in his voice seemed to crawl all over my body,
and judging by his upturned lips, he didn't seem to consider the possibility of his plan failing.

"What can I do for you, Bishop Rignil?"

"Oh! You remember my name. I'm truly honored, hehe."

How could I forget someone who opposed me so openly in front of everyone?

"You made quite an impression. Why have you come looking for me?"

"Well, I simply wanted to have a conversation with the Holy One."

He says this with a seemingly friendly smile,
but to me, it feels like a fly begging and flattering.

"What kind of conversation?"

"You know... just a chat between men, hahaha!!"

I almost broke the elbow that kept nudging my side while saying "Don't you know?"

To think this guy is a bishop of a church.
The saying "like goddess, like bishop" fits him perfectly.

As if we've ever had a conversation before, he puts his arm around my shoulders without hesitation,
this madman saying we should get together after this is over, promising to take me to heaven tonight.

He must have been waiting for my conversations with others to end,
as he approaches me without reserve and keeps making suggestions.

Needless to say, I was extremely displeased.

His breath reeking of food and his hands that had just been touching a woman's flesh
were deeply unpleasant just by being near me.

After deliberately avoiding an answer and moving away from him,
I wipe my shoulder where his hand touched with a handkerchief and throw it away.

His eyebrows seemed to furrow slightly when we parted, but why should I care?

"Oh? You dropped this."

"Ah..."

The Saintess, who was suddenly behind me, picked up the handkerchief I had just thrown away
and ran over to me with small steps to hand it to me.

I wanted to tell her it was soiled,
but if I explained the whole story, she would surely get angry.

She'd say, "You're calling it dirty just because of that?" or something similar.

It was a handkerchief I had no further use for anyway,
and since the spot where she hit me yesterday still seemed to hurt, I wanted to tease her a little.

Looking into her eyes as she kept waving the handkerchief in front of me,
I placed it back in her hand.

"This is a gift for you, Saintess. It suits you well."

"Wh...eh...eh?!"

"I hope you like it."

"Uh...what?!..Y-yes..."

For some reason, her face seemed to redden a bit,
but thinking it was just my imagination, I let go of her hand.

Before our hands separated, I felt as if her fingertips were trying to hold onto mine,
but if I said this out loud, it would surely cause misunderstandings.

Just imagining rumors of a scandal between the Holy One and the Saintess spreading within the Church
makes my head throb already.

I turned around quickly to leave, but
the Saintess's voice made me turn back.

"Ah! The Church will make an official announcement soon."

"I know."

"If you visit the Pope after it's over, you'll be able to go home."

"Do I have to visit him?"

"He said he wants to talk about Church support."

"I'll see him as soon as possible."

"I've delivered the message!" she said, walking away with small steps.
She was holding her hands to her chest as if embracing something precious.

***

As time passed, it was almost time for the Church's announcement.

All the clergy were busy moving about,
and that was no exception for the representative of God.

A woman quietly walking down the cathedral corridor.
Hildegard was feeling very unsettled right now.

*So... what does this mean?*

It was because of the handkerchief given to her by Jenison, who was somehow being revered as a Holy One within the Church.

*I don't think I've done anything to deserve a gift...*

If anything, her actions had been quite the opposite.

Although she had acted according to her faith and beliefs,
they were actions that would have angered someone with less patience.

That's how irreverent Jenison's behavior seemed to her.

Of course, she had occasionally seen people who hated God,
but someone like Jenison was a type she had never encountered before.

There were people who denied God's existence or blamed God.
It was all too easy to blame God rather than themselves for their unfortunate lives.

Saying things like "If God exists, why do these things only happen to me?"
Or "I resent a God who gives me trials I cannot overcome."

As a Saintess, she had encountered such expressions of hatred all too easily.

But Jenison was different somehow.
Many describe God as an unreachable being.

An invisible and omnipotent existence.
That's why it's easy to blame and resent such a being.

But he doesn't revere God.
No, it's closer to contempt.

Every time she sees him, he unhesitatingly does things
that would shock other believers if they saw.

And it doesn't even seem like he's doing it intentionally.

She wondered if the Goddess's statue was merely a chair to him.
He sits on it without the slightest hesitation.

"I should warn him again sometime..."

"Saintess."

"Hmm? What is it, Bishop Rignil?"

"Haha, I have something to tell you..."

Bishop Rignil, who had appeared from nowhere,
had beads of cold sweat forming on his face.

"Is something wrong? You're sweating..."

"Haha... I think it's just nerves."

"Well, this announcement is quite significant."

"Y-yes, it is."

The Saintess tried to ease his tension with her comment,
but his pupils were trembling as if anxious about something,

And his eyes were directed not at her but behind her.

At that moment, a shadow suddenly appeared behind her and covered her mouth with something,
while another shadow fastened a mysterious bracelet on her arm.

"Mmph?!"

"..."

The Saintess lost consciousness without being able to resist the sudden attack,
and as her eyes slowly closed, the last thing she saw

Was Rignil running not toward her but toward the shadows, raising his voice and shouting.

Ch.51 - God?
Something had gone wrong.
The Saintess, who was supposed to participate in the church's announcement, was still nowhere to be found.

Naturally, the announcement was delayed, and the clergy searched for her,
but they couldn't find her, and time continued to pass endlessly.

Among those waiting for the announcement, some began saying it was just a false rumor,
and some even suggested the church had spread the rumor themselves to elevate their status.

Eventually, murmurs began within the previously quiet church,
and to mediate the situation, the Pope himself stepped forward.

"The Saintess is currently saving others,
so I kindly ask for your understanding, my brothers."

With the Pope of an empire personally stepping forward to plead,
most people couldn't bring themselves to speak out, no matter how displeased they were.

But that only applied to "most" people.

"Hmm... is there some kind of problem?"

At his words, the crowd parted like the Red Sea before Moses.

Among those who moved aside were notable nobles and
people known for their ferocity, but there were no exceptions.

Given who they were facing.

"We are in the presence of the Imperial Prince."

"No need for formalities. I'm here on personal business today."

Prince Philian, Kiana's older brother and the most likely candidate to inherit the throne.
He had appeared at the church.

"If it's personal business...?"

"When rumors of a saint appearing are spreading through the marketplace,
how could I, the future emperor of the empire, not come to see for myself?"

His smirk as he said this somehow made everyone who saw it feel uncomfortable.

Many rumors circulated about the Imperial Prince.

From being someone who worked hard for the empire's stability
to being involved in the underworld.

Even setting aside all those rumors, personally,
I don't like that guy.

Though that's just my personal feeling.

Thinking this while staring at him,
he also notices me and stares back.

"Hmm? Pope, who is that man?"

"Ah, he's a brother who joined us recently."

"Hmm... if I remember—"

"Brother? Would you please bring the Saintess to us? I beg you."

The Pope, who had somehow approached me, conveyed his desperation
with an expression only I could see.

*Please... hurry and bring her back by any means necessary!!*

*...I understand.*

I could almost hear the Pope's inner thoughts.

After exchanging our opinions through gestures,
we turned in different directions.

The Pope went to appease the others tired of waiting.
I went to find the Saintess, whose whereabouts were unknown.

As I moved forward, once again a window appeared before me.
This time in a different, red color.

And its contents were enough to stop me in my tracks.

≪Quest has been created≫
≪Requester: The Sun≫
≪Content: Rescue his representative who is captured somewhere in the church≫
≪Reward: ???≫

That son of a bitch, really.

***

*Nasty girl, hurry up and do your job!!*

*Hehehe, so young and pretty...*

*Ugh, so disgusting... really.*

Meanwhile, the Saintess everyone was desperately searching for was having a nightmare.

When she was young, growing up in an orphanage, she had experienced several unpleasant things,
and those experiences remained as trauma, causing her to have nightmares occasionally.

And the end of those nightmares was always the same.

*Kyaaah!! M-monster..!!*

*S-save me!!!*

*J-just a moment... you know me, right?! Ugh... gaaack!!*

The small whimpers that stopped when the nightmare ended.
And not long after, she raised her small body, as small as her whimpers.

*Uh... um... wh-where am I...?*

"Are you awake, Saintess... heh."

She reflexively reached out toward the voice coming from the darkness,
but was stopped with a clanking sound.

Chains were wrapped around both of the Saintess's arms.
Even so, she could easily crush them if she used her holy power.

*Uh... huh?! Why can't I use my holy power...?*

"Is something not working as you wish?"

Looking in the direction of the voice that came again,
she saw the silhouette of a fat person walking casually out of the darkness.

"...Bishop Rignil?"

"Haha, we meet again, Saintess."

"...Is this your doing?"

As soon as the Saintess finished speaking, he let out a disgusting chuckle,
then, as if consumed by madness, he grabbed his stomach and laughed uncontrollably.

Only after laughing for a while did Rignil wipe his tears and speak.

"Kihihihi... Saintess, are you unable to grasp the situation?
I don't think this is the time to ask such questions..."

"...Why are you doing this?"

"I'll explain that."

At the same time, another silhouette appeared behind Rignil.
He was also someone who remained in the Saintess's memory.

"Priest Antonio?"

"Oh... you remember someone like me...
As expected of the noble and beautiful Saintess."

"Spare me your flattery..."

Unless the Saintess was a fool, she could tell that these two
had collaborated in putting her in this situation.

But the important thing was that she still didn't know their purpose.

If they were after her holy power, they should have taken some action by now.
If they wanted to control her, they wouldn't have tied her up like this.

As if reading her thoughts as she pondered,
Antonio readily provided an answer to her question.

"Are you curious why we've left you like this, Saintess?"

"..."

"Well, it's simple! We're planning to attack the church today."

Both the Saintess and Rignil were shocked by his casual statement,
as if a child had discovered a new toy.

"W-what?!"

"Eh... what?!"

"Hmm? Didn't I tell you?"

Ignoring Rignil, whose chubby face had turned bright red with surprise,
and the Saintess, who was trying to confirm what she had just heard,

Antonio just smiled.
He just smiled with a pure, childlike smile.

"Y-you!! You never mentioned that?!"

"Ah, don't worry. I'm not trying to destroy the church."

"Oh, I see... ahem... hm?!"

"I brought the Saintess because I need quite a bit of her holy power.
Well, her absence also makes infiltration easier."

"Ah, I-I see."

Unlike Rignil who seemed to accept this, the Saintess found many parts hard to understand.

If that were really the case, her holy power should have been completely drained.
And her absence alone wouldn't make infiltrating the church easier.

After all, the church also had the Pope and other bishops.

While the Saintess continued to ponder,
Bishop Rignil gulped beside her.

Antonio watched him with interest.
Suddenly, as if realizing something, he clapped his hands together with a smack.

"Ah, I just remembered I promised to hand over the Saintess to you."

"Ah, ahem, yes, that's right."

"I'll go ahead, so please enjoy yourself.
Though I'd appreciate it if you finished quickly. I have some use for her."

"Hehehe, thank you..."

As he said this and turned his head toward the Saintess,
Antonio's eyes flashed as if emitting light,

and the figure the Saintess saw was not human, but closer to
a beast drooling at the sight of its prey.

"...Do you know what will happen if you lay a hand on me?"

"Don't worry, Saintess. The Pope will be in my position after today anyway."

"...Don't come near me."

"What can a Saintess who can't use her holy power do?"

Rignil said as he closed the distance.
The Saintess tried with all her might to resist, to escape, but

without her holy power and as a young girl who wasn't fully grown,
there wasn't much she could do with both arms bound by chains.

Rignil was now right in front of her.

Hot breath came from his mouth,
and his eyes were filled with lust.

Although being looked down upon by grown men wasn't uncommon,
this was the first time the Saintess had felt such a gaze directly,

so her reaction was no different from that of a girl her age.

"..."

"Why have you gone silent, Saintess? Kihihi..."

"...Don't do this."

"And what will you do if I don't stop?"

Saying this, Rignil grabbed her shoulders firmly.
Two large hands landed on her delicate shoulders.

The impure touch that squeezed and caressed.

She couldn't help but tightly close her eyes and lower her head,
and her lips were bitten so hard they bled slightly.

"Hehehe... you smell so good... Saintess."

"...Ugh..."

Saying this, he buried his head in her neck and smelled her,
and a warm, unpleasant moan escaped her at his breath.

Rignil continued to smell her everywhere, as if her reaction was cute.

Neck, shoulders, legs, armpits, thighs, and more,
occasionally licking her as he enjoyed her reactions.

After smelling her all over, Rignil seemed satisfied and lifted his head, wiping his saliva,
while tears of disgust and humiliation flowed from the Saintess's eyes.

"Well... shall we get to the main point...?"

"D-don't... please..."

"...I didn't quite hear you?"

"P-please don't... I'm sorry... *sob*..."

Her beautiful face was covered in tears, and
hoping to somehow get through this situation, she continued to apologize insincerely.

And Rignil, stroking his chin as he watched this,

"No."

"P-pardon...?"

"To be able to do whatever I want with that lewd body of yours...
Do you think any man would be satisfied with an apology? Hehehehe."

"N-no..."

"...Accept it, Saintess!!"

Rignil shouted fiercely as he tore her clothes to expose her chest.
His pants were already bulging to the point where he could barely control himself.

No matter how much she begged, Rignil had no intention of stopping.

Although it was a shame he couldn't see her face clearly in this darkness,
he thought it was exciting in its own way,

and finally her chest and lower body were completely exposed.

"Hehehehe... you'll feel good..."

"N-no!! Goddess!! F-Father!!"

"Where is God to hear you?! Uwahahahaha!!"

Saying this, Rignil finally lowered his pants and lunged at her.
His mind was already filled with thoughts of violating her.

At that moment, the door suddenly opened and a beam of light burst in.
And because of that beam of light, a dark silhouette appeared in the backlight.

For a moment, both people in the room had their attention drawn to the silhouette,
and after maintaining silence for a while, the silhouette finally spoke.

"...God is right here, you son of a bitch."

Ch.52 - Nuisance
≪Displaying location information for "Sun's" representative.≫
≪Also displaying enemy location information.≫

I pressed my hand against my forehead as a status window suddenly appeared floating in front of me.
It was because of the momentary dizziness I felt.

A story proceeding without even asking for my consent.
The nature of the reward also remained a mystery.

And there were even unknown enemies.

I couldn't help but frown at the extremely high difficulty level,
and as if sensing my mood, the text on the status window began changing moment by moment.

≪"Sun" is earnestly begging.≫
≪Due to "Sun's" request, the reward level has been increased.≫
≪"Observation" has been added to ???.≫

"...Observation?"

≪"Sun" says you will be able to know any information you desire.≫

"Isn't that just the basic function of status windows commonly found in web novels?"

≪"Sun" says that's the maximum function they can give you without consuming causality.≫

"...Damn, is causality that precious?"

≪"Sun" says causality constitutes their very existence...≫

I cursed profusely at this being who spared their own body while treating someone else's life so carelessly,
as I looked at the Saintess's location displayed on the status window.

I was thinking I'd go back if I didn't like the reward.

But something seemed off.
If I wasn't mistaken, the Saintess was still inside the religious order.

If she were inside the order, there's no way no one would have found her by now.
The interior of the order was already being thoroughly searched by numerous clergy members.

Still, I went to check just in case, but as expected, the Saintess wasn't there.

Moreover, unlike before, it seemed that one more enemy had appeared near the Saintess.
Two red circles were now blinking beside her.

"I need more information. Give me more."

≪"Sun" says that more information would require causality—≫

"I don't need to know about that.
And if we delay any longer, only your Saintess will be in danger."

≪"Sun" hesitates before finally expressing agreement.≫
≪The representative's location will be displayed in greater detail.≫

As soon as the alerts on the status window ended,
the location information appeared much more detailed than before.

While earlier there were just dots on a map,
now there was a three-dimensional structure and even instructions on how to get there.

Unlike before, dots indicating enemies appeared all over the place.
It even showed what weapons each of them carried.

Seeing that they weren't just concentrated around the Saintess but spread throughout the order,
it was clear they had come with a plan.

The fortunate thing was that there weren't many people gathered around the Saintess.
Of the two people who seemed to be in the same space as her, one was moving somewhere else.

Now, only two men carrying swords and one man who was extremely close to her remained near her.

I wasn't sure what they were doing so close to her,
but if they were the kind of people who would kidnap her, they were clearly up to no good.

Given how beautiful she was,
it was obvious she would provoke the lust of many men.

As that thought crossed my mind, my footsteps naturally quickened.
My breathing became rough and my heartbeat accelerated.

When I came to my senses, I was already running.
I didn't know why.

It wasn't because I liked the Saintess.
If anything, I found her somewhat annoying.

I pride myself on the fact that not many people would like someone
who constantly recites doctrines and reprimands them.

So why was I running like this?

***

"Where will God hear you?! Hahaha!"

The Saintess's wailing voice and a familiar voice could be heard from outside the door.
It was Bishop Rignil, who had said he would take her to heaven.

When I kicked open the door, light partially illuminated their figures.
Startled by the sudden light, they turned their gaze toward me.

"Wh-who are you?! Where did the men outside go?!"

"Huh...ah...?"

What I saw upon opening the door was quite a scene.

The Saintess, half-naked and crying as she lay there, and Bishop Rignil trying to violate her.
From the circumstances, he appeared to be the traitor who had helped with her kidnapping.

His face was filled with bewilderment, as if he hadn't expected anyone to find this place,
while the Saintess's face showed both surprise and relief.

As I approached, enduring the disgust, the scene became clearer.

The Saintess's clothes were all torn and no longer served their purpose,
and the pig-like man, interrupted just as he was about to lower his pants, looked displeased.

Her beautiful face was covered in tears and snot,
and her skin had whitish traces where saliva seemed to have dried.

Her face also showed humiliation that seemed about to burst forth at any moment,
along with relief that someone might have come to save her.

As I stood watching, with nowhere else to look, I slowly approached her to cover her with something,
but Rignil blocked my path and banged the wall to get my attention.

"You!! Are you ignoring me?"

"Ah, sorry. What did you say?"

"I asked what you did with the men outside..."

His words didn't continue.
I had kindly thrown what I was holding in my right hand to him.

Two objects rolling toward him.
Even someone as combat-ignorant as Rignil could recognize the scent coming from them.

The fresh scent of blood.
It spread from these two objects, filling the room.

"Urgh... what is this...!"

"They were weaker than I expected, inadequate as guards."

"You... you!! Who sent you?! Was it the Pope again?!"

"The Pope did send me, but."

Pushing aside the lump of fat who was muttering "again, again, again,"
I covered the shoulders of the Saintess, who was sitting and looking at me, with a robe I created.

"Ah...ah!!"

"I didn't see anything."

Only then did she seem to realize her state, hastily covering herself with the robe.

I had said that to reassure her,
but it seemed to have the opposite effect as her face turned even redder.

At that moment, a hammer-shaped object flew toward my face.
I barely avoided it, but a large hole appeared in the wall where I had been standing.

A strike that would have killed me instantly if it had hit.
The source of the attack was Bishop Rignil, who continued to mutter something.

"Again... again... you're better than me...!!"

"..."

"Die!!!"

Rignil continued to launch attacks like before.

First, I gradually changed my position to ensure the Saintess wouldn't get hit.
He was only targeting me anyway.

I deflected what I couldn't dodge with my dagger blade
and somehow rolled to avoid what I could.

It seemed like he was using holy power as a bishop to launch his attacks.
Being clergy, he didn't appear to have combat experience.

Otherwise, he wouldn't have allowed me to close the distance so easily.

The confidence disappeared from his face as he muttered something,
not expecting me to move so quickly.

Seeing me suddenly right in front of him, he reflexively tried to step back.
I created a blade on the sole of my shoe and stomped on his instep.

I felt the vibration as it pressed through muscle and scraped against the bones of his foot.

"Aaaaargh!!!"

"Stop screaming, it's annoying."

"Ugh... urgh!!"

It was unpleasant to see a man who had tried to create such a painful memory in the life of a girl young enough to be his daughter
screaming because his foot was stomped on.

Instead of covering his mouth to silence him,
I shoved my hand into his mouth.

"Mmmphhh!!"

And with my remaining hand, I slowly probed his immobilized body.
But I didn't let him die easily.

I thinly pierced where his liver was located,
or slightly cut along the position of an artery,
or severed his tendons one by one to prevent him from moving.

So that he could feel his own helplessness with his entire body.
And so that he could die slowly, feeling death approach gradually.

Just as I was about to thinly slice his spleen, someone grabbed my arm from behind.

"This... is... too much..."

"..."

It was the Saintess, who had regained her senses at some point.
But what was she saying now?

Too much?
Was she saying she would spare this guy?

She's soft.
Too soft.
Her head must be filled with flowers.

Or perhaps she had no sense of caution at all?
Either way, I didn't like it.

I roughly removed the Saintess's hand gripping my arm
and grabbed her arm, pushing her against the wall.

"Ugh... why...?"

"..."

The Saintess looked at me with a fearful gaze.
I tightened my grip on her arm.

Though she moaned from the pain,
my grip showed no signs of loosening.

"Saintess, I don't know what beliefs you hold."

"...What?"

"I mean, I don't know what kind of belief would make you say
not to kill even a pig who tried to rape you like this."

"..."

"But don't think your beliefs will work on others.
There are definitely people in this world who deserve to die."

"..."

"Will you continue to stand in their way each time?
Saying that even these people can be reformed?"

"..."

"If that's what you want, I won't stop you.
But it seems you should build your own strength first. Honestly... you're a burden."

The Saintess lowered her head, unable to respond to my barrage of words.
Her biting her lip probably also indicated that she didn't want to admit what I said.

But seeing her release her bitten lip soon after,
it seemed she had somewhat acknowledged my words internally.

I then loosened my grip on the Saintess's arm,
and her wrist had turned as red as a pomegranate.

Thinking she had understood to some extent,
I approached Rignil, who was crawling toward the door,

and as if to block my footsteps,
a loud explosion was heard from above,

and due to the impact of the explosion, the droplets that formed on my nose carried the strong scent of blood.

Ch.53 - Renegotiation
The acrid scent of blood tickles my nose.
A deep, rich smell I've known for a long time.

After a shock powerful enough to shake this hidden place,
Blood droplets fall with suspiciously perfect timing.

I could tell from the warmth that the blood was freshly spilled,
But I couldn't gather any more information than that.

At least, not from my perspective.

The Saintess, who had been hanging her head in resignation, froze with her eyes wide open,
Focusing intently on the blood dripping from the ceiling.

"Th-this? J-just a moment, I need to go—"

"Where do you think you're going? Did you not hear what I just said?"

Then suddenly, forgetting to grab the robe covering her shoulders,
She dashed outside in her half-naked state.

I barely managed to block her path, fixed her fallen robe,
And admonished her once more while barely containing my anger.

Even during our conversation, I noticed her glancing at my face,
So my expression must not have been particularly pleasant.

That must be why she's being so cautious.

But despite this, the Saintess doesn't abandon her desire to leave.
Even now, she keeps trying to push past me.

"Why?"

"Pardon?"

"I'm curious about why you're suddenly acting this way.
I imagine you must have felt something when you heard that sound just now."

"..."

"At the very least, please tell me why you're in such a hurry."

"...Something's happened at the church."

Something's happened at the church?

That much could be easily guessed from the explosion just now.
Especially with the blood droplets that just fell.

But there's no reason to be this urgent.
Especially for someone who nearly got raped moments ago.

Yet the Saintess looked extremely impatient, as evident from her eyes alone.
It was hard to believe she was the same composed person from earlier.

"That blood contained holy power."

"..."

"A substantial amount of it too. Do you know what this means...?"

"...I think I have a rough idea."

Even someone as oblivious as me can figure it out
When the situation has developed this far.

Blood containing large amounts of holy power.
An impact strong enough to shake the entire church.

Someone is attacking the church.
And violently enough to cause casualties.

"If you understand, then let me go!! This is an emergency!"

"No."

As if I would let her go.
I didn't like the deity this church worshipped from the beginning.

Whether this church gets destroyed or not is none of my concern.

The quest guided by my status window didn't say anything about protecting the church.
It only asked me to save its representative.

So I've already completed everything I needed to do by saving this Saintess.
As soon as that thought finished, my status window appeared once more.

≪You have rescued Hildegard, the representative of the "Sun."≫
≪You have successfully fulfilled the "Sun's" request.≫
≪Reward: The Sun's Rosary has been granted.≫

≪The "Observation" function has been added to your status window.≫
≪"Observation" has no activation word. It will automatically activate based on the user's intention.≫

A brilliant golden rosary somehow appeared in my hand.
There's no way the reward would be just an ordinary rosary.

As I wondered about this, sure enough, new text appeared on my status window.

≪Sun's Rosary: Once per day, grants the user tremendous power.≫
≪The magnitude of power granted depends on the user's will.≫

Though limited to once per day, it's clearly proven to be a relic.
Moreover, there's no limit to its power. Only conditions attached.

I consider this a decent reward.
It wasn't particularly difficult, except for a bit of running.

Plus the additional status window function.
Judging by the name, it seems to be a feature that roughly reveals information about others.

As a test, I examine Rignil, who's slowly dying over there.
Just by thinking about viewing his information, a new window appears before my eyes.

≪Status Window—Observation, Target: Rignil≫
≪Race: Human≫
≪Title: Bishop of the Aslan Empire Church≫

≪Once an ordinary person, he discovered his abundant holy power after a certain incident.
Afterward, he joined the church and pretended to be devout to many people.
After finally becoming a bishop, he freely indulged his desires.
Using his position in the church to harass various women.
He rapes any woman he fancies by any means necessary.≫

≪Trait: Desire Release≫
≪The stronger his desires grow, the more powerful his magic becomes.≫

Looking at him again, he deserves such an end.

As I click my tongue while looking at him, the Saintess in front of me urges me.
Asking me to let her go, saying this is when she must leave.

"Even if you go now, Saintess, the situation might already be over."

"I don't care!!"

"You might face a situation you can't handle.
And you might end up in the same predicament again."

"That's right, I'm... someone without power who can't do anything alone without protection."

"I'm glad you understand that much."

"But what if someone who's been through thick and thin with me at the church for years is hurt?
What if my... f-father is injured up there?"

"..."

The Saintess's voice trembles with tears.
Her round eyes are also moist, ready to spill tears.

"Ten-year-old Rimel who once tugged at my sleeve asking for candy with aegyo.
Knight Behorn who always proudly guards the church entrance.
Even Priest Hern who, despite being gruff, silently listens to others' stories."

"..."

"What if it's their blood being spilled? And you're telling me, the Saintess, to just stay put?"

"..."

"Thank you so much for saving me, brother. But... I can't just do nothing."

It seems further discussion is pointless.
She already has the expression of someone who's made up their mind.

Honestly, since I've received my reward, I no longer need to protect the Saintess.
While the church's support would be nice, it's not essential.

Reluctantly, I step aside as if agreeing, and after giving a slight bow,
She dashes outside like an arrow.

From behind, I hear "I... too... I..." but I ignore it.
My ears weren't recreated to listen to such trash.

As I prepare to quietly leave the church with my reward,
Tireless as ever, letters appear before me once again.

≪The "Sun" says that if you let her go like this, her representative will be in danger again.≫
≪The "Sun" asks you to please protect her one last time.≫

"I refuse. I clearly saved her once, and she's the one who left."

≪The "Sun" says it's because the church members are like family to her.≫

"That's also not my concern, as they're not my family."

≪The "Sun" offers another reward along with an earnest request.≫
≪A quest has been created due to the "Sun's" request.≫

Another quest is generated.
However, this time the text was different from before.

≪Please save the church from crisis.≫
≪Reward: ????, ????≫
≪This quest can be declined.≫

The fact that it can be refused.
It's hard to believe this comes from someone who cherishes the Saintess so much.

On second thought, it means the Saintess will survive regardless of how this ends.
But it will clearly have a negative impact on her future, so they're asking for help.

However, my immediate thoughts didn't allow me to feel at ease.

While the Saintess's survival is beneficial for me,
What if she survives but lives a life that doesn't feel like living?

Would I be able to escape the guilt when I hear about her later?

What if she loses her smile?
What if she loses her family?
What if she loses her trust in people?

And most importantly, what if she abandons her faith and finally breaks?
Could I remain indifferent after hearing that?

I pondered for a long time on the spot.
For so long that I lost track of how many minutes passed.

After finishing my thoughts, what I needed to do was simple.

"...Goddess, reduce the conditions."

≪The "Sun" expresses confusion, asking what you mean.≫

Pointing upward with my finger, I continue speaking in a solemn voice.
As if to imply that missing this opportunity would be disastrous.

"Change it to saving the Saintess from the crisis up there.
If you do that, I'm willing to accept it."

≪The "Sun" brightens and accepts the condition.≫
≪The "Sun" conveys sincere thanks.≫

"Cut the useless talk and give me the information."

≪The "Sun" asks what information you're referring to.≫

"Location information."

As soon as I finish speaking, the status window changes again.
Like before, it transforms into a detailed map of the entire area.

Unlike earlier, it seemed to show church people and different enemies,
And as I continued watching, I realized the situation was more serious than I thought.

Enemies were everywhere, the number of church members was steadily decreasing,
And that was enough to make me quicken my pace.

***

Meanwhile, even in this chaotic situation, a man was praying in the prayer room.

The difference from normal prayer, however, was that he wasn't praying to a regular cross,
But to an inverted one.

After praying for a while with his head bowed without moving,
The man slowly raised his head and exclaimed in a voice filled with madness.

"Finally... not much longer...!

Our... Moon..."

Ch.54 - White And Black
I rushed to the altar, but the scene before my eyes was horrific.

The white altar was stained black, then quickly turned crimson.

People wearing similar priestly robes of different colors were killing each other, with the white-robed priests being the primary victims.

The black priestly robes became stained with blood but remained fundamentally black, while the white ones were easily soiled, scattering like bloodstained flower petals.

The voices of those in black were distorted with madness, echoing strangely and loudly, while the voices of those in white were noble and majestic but extremely faint.

Something felt wrong.
Even if the white-robed priests were more numerous, how could they be overwhelmed this badly?

Though few in number, each of the temple knights should be able to handle two or three opponents easily, and with the priests' blessings stacked on them, they could manage even more.

I couldn't understand the situation, but I decided to put my thoughts aside for now.

"Hehehe, accept the honor of going to our god's embrace, little lamb..."

"His... anger... is... terrifying... ugh..."

"P-please save me... Mother Superior!!!"

I saw the back of a villain holding a child up in the air with one hand, pointing a knife at them while stomping on an elderly nun with his foot.

I ran again.
Desperately to avoid being too late, but quietly to avoid detection.

Running, running, running, I approached the man.
His back seemed to come closer to me.

What followed was simply a slash.
I cut through the air with a single stroke.

The child, noticing my approach, stopped crying and hiccupped in surprise.
I spoke just loud enough for the child to hear.

"Close your eyes."

"Huh? What did you—?!"

Of course, the man holding the child heard me too, but I didn't care.
He wouldn't be moving anymore anyway.

His head spun around.
Blood spread beautifully through the air.

The man's dying scream wasn't heard.
Only the sound of something dropping heavily took its place.

The child slowly opened their tightly shut eyes, and those big eyes grew even wider.
The nun who had been trampled quickly got up and embraced the child protectively.

The nun looked at me with a hint of fear in her eyes.
Her trembling lips parted, and a fragile voice emerged.

"W-who are you...?"

"M-Mother Superior, th-that big brother...!"

"Just a moment, Levin. Stay behind me."

She said this while trying to hide the child behind her thin, bent body.
It was like watching a mother animal hiding her young.

Trembling but with a firm tone, she demanded an answer to her question.
How many would actually respond to such a request?

Admiring her courage, I had only one thing to say.

"Please escape on your own. If you get outside the temple, please report this."

"What...? W-wait!"

I didn't hear what followed.
I had already dashed away before she could finish.

Moving further ahead, I spotted a few more of them.
Two men wearing the same black clothes as before.

The difference was that they were targeting a young nun.

It was obvious what two burly, vigorous men intended to do to a young nun.
They were already rubbing their groins with suggestive smiles.

I approached once more and slashed twice.

Again, no dying screams were heard.
Just like before, only the sound of something falling replaced them, twice.

The nun in front of me seemed to be saying something,
but my ears couldn't hear it now.

Words of gratitude couldn't reach my ears
because the moans and screams filling this place occupied all my hearing.

Without properly listening, I repeated what I'd said to the previous nun
and kicked off the ground to run again.

Toward the place where white screams and black death throes coexisted.

***

"Hercal, is the temple's processing proceeding smoothly?"

"Yes, it is..."

After praying for a long time toward an inverted cross in the prayer room,
a man in black finally finished and emerged to ask a question to the air.

Then, as if appearing from nowhere, an old man materialized behind him
and answered with a voice that scraped his vocal cords.

As the black-clothed man nodded with satisfaction, another person approached slowly.

"Hmm? Is the Saintess taken care of, Antonio?"

"Yes, we've put the bracelet on her, so she won't be able to resist."

"...If you're so certain, I won't press the issue."

It was Antonio, who had stained his white priestly robes black.

He wore a moon-shaped earring, which was common to all those wearing black priestly robes.

The black-clad group walked on without a word after hearing his answer.

They headed to the cathedral inside the temple.

The stained glass windows depicted the deity worshipped by the temple and its symbols.
The golden light streaming from the ceiling made even ordinary people feel reverent automatically.

And in the midst of that golden light stood a solitary white figure.

An old man wearing a white hat that had turned yellow in the light,
preciously holding a black scripture in his arms.

"What brings you here? I don't recall inviting guests in this manner."

"Hmm... I didn't expect anyone to still be here."

"...Please answer my question."

Despite his rugged appearance, the aura around him was ferocious.

The Pope's eyes glowed, and the space around him rippled.

Sensing that an attack could come at any moment,
Antonio, the black-clothed man, and the old man's hair stood on end.

Yet smiles never left their faces.

They kept smiling despite feeling their lives were in danger.

This was the first point of discomfort the Pope felt.

As the Pope continued to pressure them, Antonio was the first to speak.

"Pope, it's been a while. Haha."

"...Priest Antonio. This doesn't seem like a pleasant reunion under the circumstances."

"That's regrettable. We don't wish to clash with you, Pope."

The Pope let out a sigh.
After reducing the temple to this state, they claimed they didn't want conflict.

Moreover, this man had once been part of the temple.

Everyone had considered him diligent.
Someone had even treated him like a son, giving him the utmost care.

Yet this man had committed such evil acts against his former colleagues.

How could he possibly say he didn't want conflict?

The Pope's teeth ground together automatically at this shamelessness, his anger manifesting
as the surrounding air vibrated.

The holy power spread throughout the interior began to rampage wildly,
and Antonio and his companions took defensive stances in response.

"I'm asking just in case, but do you have no intention of stopping your interference with us? Hahaha..."

"Shut your mouth, Antonio."

Thinking of crushing that still-babbling mouth,
the Pope thrust his palm forward, sending holy power flying.

They all scattered to avoid it, leaving only a palm print on the floor.

"If that's all you've got, it's nothing—"

"I told you to shut up."

Another palm infused with holy power flew toward them—
no, specifically toward Antonio.

He ducked to avoid it, leaving a deep impression in the wall this time.

"Ugh...! But we still outnumber you! Using this—"

"My, my, he truly is impressive."

"Indeed, he's not Pope for nothing."

As his companions only expressed admiration without helping him,
Antonio hurriedly turned his head in the direction they were looking.

What could possibly distract them so much that they would neglect him?

Following their gaze, he saw another palm.
No, it was a pair of enormous arms.

Massive arms had grown behind the Pope.
More precisely, they were formless arms.

Enormous arms made of holy power that seemed capable of purifying any demonic energy just by approaching it.

"...Someone like you doesn't deserve to go to Him.
Just fall into hell."

As soon as those words ended, the Pope's hands clasped together,
and the two massive arms crashed down on Antonio.

A booming sound followed as all the surrounding furniture was blown away or shattered,
and dust spread widely from the impact.

Not long after, wind blew through the cracked temple walls,
clearing away the thick dust.

The Pope didn't want to see the crushed sight, so he turned his gaze toward the old man and moved his arm,

but what he saw was different from what he expected.

"I'm sorry... but we wish to go to a different lord than the one you serve.
And He doesn't reside in hell, hehehe..."

"...How did you block it?"

What entered the Pope's eyes was the black-clothed man who had been standing next to the old man,
now holding back the two massive arms.

Moonlight beautifully illuminated the temple's interior through the cracks in the wall,
and what caught the Pope's eye was the man's unusually bright black moon-shaped earring.
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As soon as the black man finished speaking, the Pope felt a trace of demonic energy.

Simultaneously, the massive arms he had created began to scream, as if their very existence was being rejected.

"...Are you a demon?"

"Haha, a demon? He would be disappointed to hear that."

Saying this, he shook off the Pope's two arms as if bouncing a light ball.

Despite their clearly substantial weight, he handled them like a child's arms. The Pope clicked his tongue once before bringing his arms down again.

Of course, there was a difference this time.

Unlike before, the holy power density composing the two arms had become incomparably harder, and their weight had increased accordingly.

Moreover, he had accelerated the manipulation of holy power, making the movement of the arms composed purely of holy power much faster.

The force applied was increased weight × increased speed.
The arms, possessing power of a different dimension compared to before, struck down once more.

In anticipation of the ground completely collapsing, he had surrounded the altar with extra holy power for protection, ensuring it wouldn't collapse even with full force.

"Hmm, this might be a bit dangerous..."

"I didn't know the Pope would be this strong."

"Ha...haha...but still, if it's Lord Hercal..."

As they watched the arms rushing toward them, the black man, the old man, and Antonio spoke in turn.

The black man and the old man spoke as if it were nothing, but for Antonio, it was quite a shocking scene.

As someone who had once learned holy power and served as a priest, this sight was practically impossible.

Even increasing the density of holy power to that extent was beyond human capability, but to do that while also increasing the speed of holy power manipulation?

Anyone who had ever entered the church and learned about holy power would know how much concentration was required to increase manipulation speed.

But was concentration alone enough to solve this?
That too could be denied.

No matter how much a person trains their body and practices a specific skill, can they increase the speed at which blood flows through their veins?

One hundred out of one hundred would say it's absolutely impossible, and the same applies to holy power manipulation speed.

Therefore, unlike Antonio who was purely amazed, the Pope performing this feat was in agony.

As Antonio thought, performing these two actions simultaneously was an extremely difficult task.

He had made it possible by harboring a massive amount of holy power in his body, but that didn't mean the Pope's body wasn't under strain.

It felt like every corner of his body was about to burst, as if each tiny nerve was being stabbed with a sharp needle.

*I need to end this quickly. The Saintess might also be involved with them.*

"For the peace of the Empire, you must die now."

"Haha... this power wasn't meant to be used now—"

Before the still seemingly relaxed black man could finish his words, the two arms finally crashed down with a boom, sending debris flying around.

But that wasn't all.
During the downward strike, the Pope detonated the high-density holy power.

Since the arms were both massive and composed of high-density holy power, the power of the explosion was beyond imagination.

The beautiful glass windows and debris shattered and broke from the blast pressure caused by the explosion.

Unlike the earlier dust, smoke from the explosion filled the altar before slowly escaping through cracks in the walls.

The Pope, who had prevented his hat from flying off with his hand, dusted off his white robe that had been dirtied by dust and offered a brief prayer.

"May you go to hell rather than rest peacefully in His name..."

Of course, he didn't speak words honoring them.

Though he had suffered severe internal injuries and couldn't move properly, the Pope was quite satisfied.

With this level of injury, he had managed to capture all the culprits who seemed to be behind this incident.
At least he thought he could appease the spirits of the dead church members.

With that thought, he decided to search for the Saintess with his staggering body.
If what the traitor had said earlier was true, she seemed to be captured by them.

As he was about to turn away from the now acrid smoke and head outside, he suddenly felt something behind him.

The feeling of something cutting through the smoke and flying toward him.

Without turning around again, he surrounded his entire body with holy power.
Something hit it with a "ting" sound and fell to the ground.

"Oh... truly impressive."

"...How are you still alive?"

The smoke parted once more.
This time, it wasn't something flying but seemed like something had cut through the smoke.

The smoke cleared instantly, revealing the black man and his companions looking perfectly fine.

"Answer me, how are you still alive?"

"Oh, now you're even emitting killing intent?"

"Cut the useless talk and answer me...!"

In response to the Pope's intensifying killing intent, black haze flickered in the black man's hand.

What was different from the earlier demonic energy was that it was consuming holy power.
Or more precisely, was it eating it?

The edges of the black energy were sucking in surrounding holy power as if they had mouths, and the holy power it consumed was no longer felt anywhere.

"It's truly impressive that I had to use this and still needed Hercal's help."

"What is that?"

"It's a blessing bestowed upon us. Are you interested?"

"Get lost."

Though surprised, he didn't pay much attention to it.
If once wasn't enough, he could strike again as many times as needed.

Once more, a large arm appeared behind the Pope's back, directed at them.

He couldn't manipulate it as precisely as before, but it wasn't a force that could be ignored, so he thought he could somehow endure.

That thought vanished due to the sight before his eyes.

Behind the man in front of him, an arm identical to his own sprang out to block the attack.

The brilliant arm that had given off a holy feeling just by looking at it was gone, replaced by an unpleasantly black arm that made his skin crawl.

The Pope's mouth automatically opened, and seeing this, the black man grinned as if pleased.

He looked so happy that it was hard to believe he was the perpetrator of all this devastation.

The Pope didn't like that at all.

"What's so funny...?"

"Hehe... Ah, I apologize. Did I offend you?"

"I've been offended all along. Just answer me."

The black man laughed again at the sight of the Pope continuing the conversation while barely keeping his burning anger from showing on his face.

The Pope's expression soured once more at this sight.

Seeing the Pope's now undisguisable sour expression, the black man burst into open laughter.

"Kuhehehehe..."

"What... is... so... funny...!!"

"Ah, isn't it funny? Your mouth gaping wide open after witnessing a technique you thought only you could use?"

It was certainly surprising.

Though he didn't know the true nature of that black energy, most of the Pope's techniques were based on holy power and faith.

Even if he somehow obtained holy power by consuming it—holy power that only priests could handle—it should be impossible to create and control it.

Because manipulating holy power relies on faith.
No matter how much holy power he has, it shouldn't respond without faith.

Then does he have faith?
That can't be the case either.

Of course, there are many gods in the world, and there may be gods unknown even to him as Pope, but faith is ultimately reverence for a god.

Could someone with reverence for a god reduce another god's church to this state?

Based on his actions so far, he shouldn't have holy power.
Then how is he using the same technique as himself?

"You, tell me your name and the church you belong to."

"Hm? What do you mean?"

"Don't pretend not to know. I have never once seen a church member like you in this church. That means you must be a priest who believes in a different god than us."

When he pressed him, saying there was no other way he could handle holy power, the man responded with a bright smile.

"Well, we certainly didn't introduce ourselves. I apologize."

As he said this, a slight wind blew behind him, and suddenly the old man called Hercal and Antonio were standing on either side of him.

When the black man gave them a nod, they bowed slightly in turn and began their introductions.

"Antonio, believer of the Moon Church, belonging to the White Crescent."

"Priest of the Moon Church, belonging to the Half Moon. Call me Hercal..."

"...What?"

The Pope's shocked reaction was understandable.

As Pope, he remembered the names and titles of most gods, and in his knowledge, there was no such thing as a Moon God.

Therefore, he naturally thought they were refusing to provide information and was about to continue the fight, but he paused at the sight before him.

The black man standing in the middle began to step forward.

The Pope scoffed at his overly confident stride.

"A religion I've never heard of called the Moon Church, positions like White Crescent and Half Moon that I don't understand. Are you now one of the Seven Deadly Sins?"

"Oh? How did you know?"

"...?"

It wasn't the reaction he expected.
The Pope's eyebrows narrowed at the man's response, which suggested he was correct.

The man continued his introduction, maintaining a faint smile, ignoring the Pope's increasingly distorted expression.

"I am Grid, belonging to the Full Moon of the Moon Church and in charge of Greed among the Seven Deadly Sins, an 'Apostle,' Pope."

***

"Saintess, bandages and medicine here too, please!!"

"Saintess, I... also... ugh...!"

"Yes! I'll be right there!!"

Chaos—that word perfectly described the scene.

In that scene, the Saintess moved her small body well, going around treating people.

For some reason, the number of people in black clothing had rapidly decreased, the situation had suddenly tilted in favor of the church, and there was now enough leeway to safely treat people.

But there were still countless injured, and screams filled the air in all directions.

Everyone who had enough capacity to provide treatment focused on healing, and the Saintess was among them.

Perhaps because of the bracelet she was wearing, holy power wouldn't come out, and for some reason it couldn't be removed, making direct blessings or healing impossible.

Nevertheless, she was still helping with treatment by taking care of small errands like bringing wet towels.

Not only that, but the sight of her small body moving around energetically, trying to help, raised the morale and respect of the priests and holy knights.

"The Saintess... even without holy power, she's working so hard..."

"If the Saintess is making such an effort, how can we just stand by?!!"

"No, we cannot!!"

The will of the knights guarding the area and the priests providing treatment naturally surged, making her like a wide-area fatigue recovery potion.

Just as the atmosphere became harmonious, an explosion sound came from somewhere—from the cathedral that was so familiar to them.

"Ugh, are they attacking even that place?!"

"Are they not afraid of God, these bastards!!"

While many priests and holy knights were angry at their atrocity, the sound of bandages and medicine dropping was heard from somewhere.

"Pope...?"

With eyes trembling vigorously.

Ch.56 - Moon Against Moon
In the secular world, priests are not generally considered to have strong individual combat abilities.

People who don't understand priesthood often imagine them as superhuman beings who can strengthen their bodies with holy power and instantly heal any wound. These naive individuals may initially pursue the path of priesthood, but most quickly give up and either leave the faith or become holy knights instead.

There's a simple reason for this poor assessment of priests: the power they use is borrowed from divine beings.

No matter how magnificent the power borrowed from a deity might be, if it were stronger than a human who has trained their entire life, what would be the point of training?

Moreover, the power of gods is not destruction but blessing. Depending on the deity they worship, priests receive appropriate graces—from healing abilities to making land fertile or creating sanctuaries.

Of course, restrictions exist. If divine power is used in ways the deity deems improper, the faithful's body experiences a backlash, permanently losing the ability. This phenomenon occurs universally among believers of all gods.

That's why violence is forbidden to most priests, explaining why their individual combat ability is considered weak.

However, such limitations don't apply to someone of the Pope's stature. His holy power possessed a dimension of quantity and quality far beyond ordinary believers, and his skill in wielding it was exceptional.

His characteristic trait also shines in this area.

The Pope's trait, "Saint Walking the Thorny Path."

His mana could be entirely replaced with holy power and operated separately, but the longer this continued, the more pain and burden accumulated within his body.

While not ideal for prolonged use, his mana reserves were quite substantial, and the pain was bearable as long as he didn't overuse his holy power.

But what about now?

The Pope had consumed a considerable amount of holy power with his previous attack. He had certainly believed that attack would finish things.

Yet they remained unharmed. Somehow, they had stolen his holy power.

Not only that, but they were using his faith against him to replicate his techniques, making the situation increasingly burdensome for the Pope.

Once more, he blocks a large black arm coming toward him. Then he releases holy power in the direction the attack came from.

A golden hammer the size of an adult man's thigh flies rapidly, but Herkal, who had suddenly moved forward, extends his palm.

As if hitting an invisible wall, the golden hammer stops in mid-air before touching the old man's wrinkled palm and falls.

From above, a massive arm tries to crush him, while in front, Antonio, who had been hiding behind the old man, darts out and charges.

"Pope, I regret this."

"Silence. I have nothing to say to an apostate."

Blade and fist, both ill-suited for priests, resonate against each other.

A blade wrapped in black energy like Grid's and the Pope's wrinkled hand, wrapped in transparent light that sparkled like gold, clash repeatedly.

The young man who had received praise from most believers and was even called the next bishop, versus the old man respected by all under the title of Pope.

Normally, the Pope would have been overwhelmingly superior, but he had already consumed considerable holy power and had to fight Antonio while simultaneously fending off two opponents, making the battle more difficult than expected.

And one person watched this scene with interest.

"Hmm... isn't there a better reaction? I thought you would at least ask about the reason for betrayal..."

The man who introduced himself as Grid sat leisurely in a black chair he had conjured from somewhere, hand on his chin, watching the scene with amusement.

Of course, he didn't forget to keep the Pope's third arm in check.

"Antonio, when will you be able to reach him... I'm starting to struggle protecting you too..."

Unlike Grid, Herkal was having a hard time alongside Antonio.

Every time his scarred hands moved back and forth, the Pope's holy power bounced off with a thud.

It was impressive enough that he could deflect the Pope's holy power, but he didn't stop there. While watching the holy power flying toward him, he glanced at Antonio.

Of course, Antonio was desperately trying to dodge, but his opponent was the Pope—a very experienced old predator.

By deliberately luring him to dodge one attack, he drew him into the next.

Herkal continued supporting Antonio to prevent the loss of valuable combat personnel, but he too was reaching his limit.

The Pope's concentration hadn't wavered at all. He was clearly continuously healing his mental strength as well.

In contrast, they had no means of healing themselves.

In this situation where even a slight lapse in concentration could result in a fatal blow, the old man's concentration couldn't last much longer.

Finally, holy power rapidly approached his face, passing through his hands. Instinctively, he closed his eyes, but strangely felt no pain.

"Hmm, I really don't covet this kind of power."

"L-Lord Grid?"

"If we delay any longer, reinforcements will likely arrive. I'll handle the rest."

"Y-you don't have to! We can—"

Antonio bravely objected, perhaps wanting to prove their worth, but soon sat down after meeting Grid's fierce gaze.

A gaze that felt like being pulled into an endless abyss—for a moment, Antonio felt as if a knife was at his throat.

In that instant, Grid's saw-like teeth seemed to grind slightly, but as if nothing had happened, he smiled with his eyes at Antonio again.

"It's fine. Watching quietly is how you can help me."

"I-I understand..."

"Who said you could do that?"

The Pope's fist strikes toward the seated Antonio.

For a moment, the Pope thought he had excluded Herkal, but he pulled back slightly due to Grid's sudden intervention.

He hadn't fully grasped what abilities Grid possessed.

But he wasn't foolish enough to miss the opportunity to reduce their numbers when it was right in front of him.

His fist, powerful enough to pierce a human head, reaches Antonio.

"Carelessness is forbidden, Antonio."

"Th-thank you."

But once again, it's blocked—this time by black energy that suddenly appeared right in front of him.

The same energy Grid had used to create the chair.

Two energies that repelled each other upon contact.
And his holy power gradually being stripped away by it.

It didn't take long for his aggressive fist wrapped in holy power to transform into an ordinary old man's fist, and simultaneously, the black energy also began to gradually disappear.

"Now, Pope, let's take a little break—"

"Hmph!"

"Gack..!"

"..."

Grid had meant to pause the attack, but the Pope instead threw a punch, at the end of which Antonio lay sprawled, clutching his nose.

The Pope shook his fist a few times, perhaps to remove blood, then wrapped his body in holy power again.

"Don't talk nonsense. I have no intention of conversing after coming this far."

"...It seems so."

"And I have no intention of letting you leave alive...!"

"That determination of yours... is somewhat tempting."

As soon as the conversation ended, black and gold collided head-on.
Lines of black and gold light flashed and then disappeared.

A boom sounded as the two lines met.

The Pope advanced, directly pouring holy power from both hands, while Grid avoided these attacks and released black energy from all directions.

The attacks of these two superhuman beings continued endlessly.

Neither Herkal, who watched quietly, nor Antonio, who clutched his nose, could intervene in this fight.

It wasn't a battle they could participate in.

Even the air swirling around them sent small stones flying, and wherever their attacks landed, nothing remained.

The attacks weren't completely ineffective.

The Pope's body was already exhausted to its limit, and Grid was growing tired of the Pope's relentless charges.

Blood splattered and small groans were exchanged, but strangely, no wounds were visible. The Pope healed immediately, and Grid covered his wounds with black energy.

The battle had transformed from combat into a war of attrition.
In such a situation, the one who couldn't endure long was already determined.

"Hah... hah... hah..."

"...Haha, it seems you've finally used up all your strength."

"Non...sense... *cough*!"

"Honestly, if you had dragged this out longer, I would have lost.
I'll admit it, Pope, you are an impressive person."

"..."

"That's why I must kill you now.
Frankly, you seem to pose too great a threat to us."

He wanted to resist, but not even a finger could be moved.

The Pope's internal nerves were experiencing pain as if each one was being carefully seared with a hot iron, and blood wouldn't stop flowing from his nose due to the excessive use of holy power.

His aged muscles were all screaming in protest, and his joints felt like they would shatter at any moment.

But he didn't flee.
It was a word that couldn't exist for someone who had lived righteously his entire life.

Especially when the opponent was an enemy of the church.

His heart was as steadfast as if he had already accepted death, his expression was as detached as an enlightened saint, and he wore a faint smile.

Anyone witnessing this scene would point to him as a saint—it was such a beautiful sight.

Naturally, this overwhelming emotion brought exhilaration not only to Herkal and Antonio, who had been quietly watching the fight, but also to Grid.

Greed.

His greatest desire and human instinct.
It was now activating toward the Pope.

*...He truly makes me covetous.
To have such an expression when facing certain death...!*

He wanted to possess him.
He wanted to preserve him with that exact expression.

If preserving the entire body was difficult, he wanted to take just the head and keep it preciously—this desire enveloped his body.

As soon as that thought ended, a black spear flew toward the Pope.
Aimed precisely just below his neck.

The tip of the black spear approached right in front of the Pope.

*...May your final grace and mercy be upon those who remain on this earth.*

Thinking this, the Pope didn't close his eyes until the end,
and Grid's smile widened at the sight.

But those expressions changed in real time due to the wind pressure that passed by the Pope's side.

The spear veers away.
Like flowing water.

As if it were the natural course of events.
Like moonlight flowing on river water.

Nine Moonlit Swords, Fourth Form:
Flowing River Moon

Suddenly, the spear passed by his right side and embedded itself in the wall,

and in front of him, instead of the tip of the black spear,
stood a man with black hair and black eyes, proudly.

Ch.57 - The Owner Of The Body (1)
"Saintess, so this is where you were."

"Ah?! Jenison, you're still here... Eek!!"

Finding the Saintess wasn't particularly difficult.
I knew her location from the beginning.

I was just a bit late because I had to sort through
the overflowing trash along the way.

After finishing the recycling while running around until I was sweating,
I found her, and she screamed in shock.

"...What's wrong?"

"What do you mean 'what's wrong'?! What's with all that blood?!"

"Ah..."

I wondered why people kept staring at me
on my way here. So that was the reason.
It's not every day you see a minor completely drenched in blood.

"Father Pin!! Can you please heal this person?"

"Hmm? Who... Gasp! Oh, of course!!"

I'm not sure if the priest thought my condition was serious,
but he hurriedly rushed over and infused me with holy power.

However, after a short while, he stopped the infusion
and nervously moved the Saintess behind him.

"Huh? Is he fully healed already?"

"Saintess, this person only has minor scratches on his body."

"...What?"

"All that blood..."

Hearing those words, the Saintess quickly turned her head toward me,
and I just expressionlessly shrugged my shoulders.

At the same time, the priests and knights around us became even more vigilant.

It took longer than expected for them to clear up the misunderstanding.
There were many aspects of my story that were difficult to believe.

A child, not even an adult, killed several grown men?
And all with consistent ambushes?

It was a hard story to believe,
but thanks to the Saintess vouching for me, we managed to clear up the misunderstanding.

As people's wariness decreased,
the Saintess finally asked me why I had come here.

"Saintess, I'll get straight to the point. Let's escape."

"...Didn't I tell you earlier? I have no intention of running—"

"That was when you could be of help.
In the current situation, all you're good for is running errands, isn't it?"

"..."

"I know your holy power isn't manifesting.
I don't know why, but I can't feel that disgus—I mean, that energy."

"..."

"You can't help anyone, you can't accomplish anything. All you can do
is ask someone else for help, right?"

As if agreeing with my words, the Saintess hung her head.

Thinking she'd finally understood, I grabbed her wrist
to pull her away and help her escape.

The problem was, her body wouldn't move.

"Please help..."

"...?"

"As you said, I'm just a useless fool right now.
I'm pathetic, stupid, foolish.
So I have no choice but to ask someone for help..."

"Ha, so if you understand that—"

"There's no time!!"

"..."

Once again, the Saintess's tears began to flow.
The nuns around her wiped away the droplets falling down her face.

After dismissing the priests, saying she was fine, she looked at me with reddened eyes,
and her voice was wet with emotion.

I listened calmly to her story.
A massive explosion had occurred at the Grand Cathedral,
and it seemed the Pope was caught in it.

Her already beautiful voice, now filled with desperate emotion,
became even more persuasive and appealing. After hearing the full situation,

I naturally refused.
With an explosion of that magnitude,
there was no guarantee the Pope was still alive,

and my primary objective was to rescue the Saintess.

But she continued to plead.
I didn't understand. There must be other knights available.

"If that's the case, other knights could—"

"Unfortunately... that's not possible."

As I was trying to persuade her to leave with me,
a knight who had been walking toward us interjected.
He was clearly a knight of impressive stature.

"The Pope's final order was...
to save as many people as possible.

All of us, including myself, respect the Pope more than anyone...
but we cannot abandon these many people to recklessly go to the Pope...

So I, too, am asking you, Holy One.

Please... could you save the Pope...
I beg of you."

"Please!! Holy One!!"

"...May I ask one question?"

I was curious.
What made them trust and expect so much from a mere child like me,
enough to send me to the Pope?

What was the reason they all bowed their heads behind him,
placing such faith in me?

When the knight answered my question as if it were completely obvious,
I let out a hollow laugh,

and was about to refuse again, regretfully.
I wasn't interested in being taken advantage of because of emotions.

Above all, I didn't want to be a pushover again—

≪A quest has been created!≫

***

The Pope's first impression upon seeing him was one of genuine admiration.

The attack had certainly not been weak or easy to deflect.
As evidence, the wall that was hit wasn't just cracked—it had a hole punched through it.

Not only that, but the remaining surface of the wall was
sizzling and slowly melting away as if touched by acid.

This was despite the fact that all the walls of the church were made of "holy stone,"
known for its high durability and magic resistance.

In other words, that attack was capable of melting even holy stone
and contained that much destructive power.

Yet this man had deflected it.
And he'd done it beautifully and perfectly.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Even though his dagger and hand could have completely melted with one wrong move.

Doubting the scene before his eyes, the Pope mentally reviewed the man's actions.

He hadn't placed the blade at the bottom edge of the spear.
If he had, the contact area and force would have been insufficient, and he would have been pierced.

Nor had he parried with the side of his blade.
If his blade wasn't at least mithril, it would have snapped instantly.

A curved dagger of unknown origin.
Small groove-like holes drilled into the back of the blade.

He had forcibly caught the black spear's blade in those holes and twisted his wrist.

In just a fraction of a second, with the smallest movement and minimal force.
That alone was enough to redirect the black spear blade.

Of course, he had redirected it in an extremely close call,
but if he had hesitated any longer, it would have been his dagger and arm that melted.

It was a dagger technique the Pope had never seen before.
Unlike the martial arts of holy knights or other knights.

If other people's swordsmanship was structured, bound by standards,
full of courtesy, respect, and dignity, this man was the opposite.

He focused solely on neutralizing his opponent and countering their attacks.
Movements literally designed to kill the enemy and survive.

In the silence, his seemingly tired breathing could be heard,
along with gasps of admiration from various places.

While the man himself seemed dissatisfied with being exhausted after deflecting just one attack,
everyone watching him had a different reaction.

"Wh-what..."

"...I can't remember the last time I was genuinely surprised."

Antonio stood with his mouth open, having released his nose,
and even the composed Hercal had his eyes wide open.

Grid, who had launched the attack, had a similar reaction.

The only difference between him and the others was
that his saw-like teeth were spread in a full smile.

As if he had met someone he had been waiting for a long time,
tears of joy seemed to glisten slightly in his eyes.

"Ah, I've finally found you. By the moon."

"...?"

"At last... after all this time, the opportunity has come..."

Despite having his attack blocked and failing to kill the Pope,
Grid seemed pleased rather than displeased, leaving Jenison confused.

And that's when the Pope finally came to his senses.

"W-why are you here?!"

"..."

"It's dangerous here, you should quickly...!"

Though they were outnumbered, these men had been pressuring him, the Pope.
And it was unknown how much strength that man had left.

He was truly grateful for being saved,
but he had no intention of sending a young man with his whole life ahead of him into danger.
Especially one he personally liked.

Even if he himself died, he was determined to
at least make sure that black-clad man didn't accompany him,
so he tried to stand up, supporting his unresponsive knees.

That's when it happened—the Pope's entire body was lifted as he was trying to stand.

"W-what are you doing—"

"Shut up and just focus on staying alive right now..."

Jenison, who had been facing off against Grid, suddenly rushed to him,
hoisted him onto his back, and started running.

"Wh-what? Wait...!"

"...What a nuisance."

For Antonio and Hercal, who had expected a life-or-death battle between Jenison and Grid,
excluding the Pope, this was an unexpected situation.

While they stood there momentarily stunned, the gap between them grew wider,
and since Jenison was quite fast, he thought he could outrun them sufficiently.

But that thought was shattered by the man who blocked his path.

"Where are you rushing off to? It seems we still have much to discuss."

"..."

Grid felt bewildered, but only for a very brief moment.
It was all too easy for him to catch up to Jenison carrying the Pope.

With his path blocked, Jenison's mind raced.
This man who had reacted as if he'd been looking for him since they first met.
He tried to think of a reason why the man would let them go.

But that thought didn't last long.

"How many times has this been? You who are the owner of the divine body?"

"...?"

Though he didn't understand the man's spoken words,
he could read his silent lip movements that followed.

Life.
He had clearly said that.

"...Who the hell are you, you bastard?"

"Haha, so now you're in the mood to talk?"

Ch.58 - The Owner Of The Body (2)
At first, all I could think about was running away.

I planned to try escaping with the Pope, and if that proved impossible, to stall for time until reinforcements arrived.

No matter how many casualties there were around us, this was their Pope after all.

Before coming here, I had secured promises from the able-bodied knights and priests that they would send support as quickly as possible.

I thought I could manage to stall for time somehow, no matter who stood in my way.

***

"I asked what you said."

"Hmm? Didn't you refuse to talk?"

I throw a dagger at the face of the guy smirking smugly.

I expected that black energy to appear and block it, but surprisingly, it didn't.

Instead, he caught the blade with his saw-like teeth.

He spat out the blade with a "ptui" and flicked a finger toward me.

Simultaneously, a black tentacle shot up from below, piercing through my knee.

A groan of pain escaped my lips involuntarily.

As I dropped the Pope and collapsed to the ground, all I could hear was the clicking of his shoes approaching.

"There, now you're in a more suitable position for conversation, aren't you?"

"Who are you?"

"Haha, I admire your boldness even in this situation!"

"I believe this is the third time I'm asking who you are."

"I'm just one of the people who knows you."

When I glared at him with murderous intent as if telling him not to lie, his smile only deepened.

As I was wondering how to make him talk, suddenly his voice echoed inside my head.

[Well, our conversation from now on is confidential to the outside world. Your thoughts will be transmitted directly to me, so don't worry.]

He was probably concerned about the Pope lying unconscious beside me. Though passed out from pain now, who knew when he might wake up.

Anyway, since communication was established, I decided to ask my question.

'Who the fuck are you, you bastard.'

With somewhat sharp language.

Despite my sudden profanity, which might have offended him, he smiled carelessly without seeming to mind at all.

[Haha, I'm Grid, from the Lunar Order.]

'...Lunar Order?'

[Yes, our only goddess—]

'I don't care about that. How did you know about it?'

He seemed slightly annoyed that I ignored his beautiful introduction of his goddess, but it didn't matter.

I needed to hear more important information from him.

He had definitely mentioned my "life" to me.
He had asked which number it was now.

As if he knew I was reincarnating.

Nobody knows about that.
I've never told anyone around me.

I didn't think anyone would believe me anyway, and I didn't have anyone I could comfortably share such a story with.

So it's impossible that he heard it from someone else, which leaves only one possibility.

'Did you hear about this from your order?'

[I didn't hear it directly. It was more like a myth passed down through generations.]

A god, or at least something equivalent, had passed on my story. One like Luna who was directly involved in my fate.

'...A myth?'

[Yes, from long ago, about the one who would become Luna's body—]

'What?!'

My agitated thought must have been transmitted directly, as he momentarily covered his ears with his hands.

Grinding his teeth, squinting his left eye, raising his eyebrows, he addressed me again.

[Why are you shouting?]

'...Is Luna the god you serve?'

[Yes, that's right, but why?]

With that one statement, everything fell into place.

From why he knew about me to why he called me the owner of the divine body.

Luna wants to use my body to dedicate herself to this world.
That's why she keeps making me reincarnate.

And before being sealed, she made humans worship her.

So that if I, who kept reincarnating, ever came to this world, they could capture me more easily and use me for her resurrection.

"Divine body" didn't refer to a physical body.
It literally meant the body of a god.

'...Did your esteemed goddess tell you about me?'

[Hmm? How did you know—]

His words were cut short.
I was already almost certain anyway.

I throw another knife at his face.

The difference from before is that this isn't an ordinary dagger.

Napalm—a mixture of aluminum soap and gasoline.
A highly concentrated fuel with extreme volatility.

The blade of this dagger is coated with napalm.

He caught it effortlessly with one hand again, but this was actually good news for me.

I immediately throw another dagger, not at his face but at the napalm dagger he's holding.

I was hoping for an explosion if it just grazed it, but it was caught by his other fingers right before impact.

Believing this was my trump card, he slowly shakes his head from side to side.

"I don't know what you're aiming for, but it won't work—"

"No, it already has."

"...?"

I clench my fist, triggering the magic.

The dagger he just caught with his fingers begins to emit red light and heat.

A small magic spell activates from the magic formula engraved on the bottom of the handle.

The most basic magic, the first one learned.
Fireball.

I've always been exceptional at mana control.

Being excellent at mana control also means excellent control over magical power.

In other words, I can easily adjust the direction of a falling fireball.

The fireball shot in the opposite direction of the blade suddenly changes course and hits him directly.

Or more precisely, it hits the napalm dagger he's holding.

"....!"

"Just die."

What followed was a massive explosion.

The fireball, exploding with a bang upon contact with the napalm, turned into a great inferno engulfing his body.

What came next was not a scream but a monstrous howl.
Wasn't burning said to be the greatest pain a human could feel?

As his vocal cords melted, an inhuman sound echoed.

His black robe burned away instantly, and his white skin was melting, dripping onto the floor.

Yet I felt an inexplicable sense of déjà vu.
He kept burning but wouldn't fall.

And the strange lack of reaction from the others behind him was also odd.

Even if they were letting him handle me, shouldn't they do something now that he was incapacitated?

But the two people in the back showed no signs of even trying to kill the incapacitated Pope.

As if they had nothing to do.

What I saw next while looking strangely at those two made my jaw drop.

A red skull staring at me.
He was walking toward me while still burning.

Despite his entire body being on fire, with skin falling and sticking to the floor with each step.

Despite black bones flickering as flames consumed them, and acrid liquid dripping.

He was steadily walking toward me.

I tried to move backward, but only pain remained in my legs.
The black tentacle that had pierced my leg was still embedded there.

I thought about cutting off my leg to escape, but it was already too late.

His hand grabbed my neck and lifted me up.
His hand wasn't hot.

Caught off guard by his suddenly accelerated speed, I was restrained without putting up much resistance.

Looking down while being lifted, I saw that the fire that had dominated his body was completely gone.

The acrid liquid was no longer dripping, and the melted flesh had disappeared without a trace.

He looked exactly as he had before burning.

"How...cough...did you..."

"Hmm, how should I explain it...
I just think about what I want."

"...?"

"Desire new life, new organs and skin,
even the flames that were burning on my body."

He spoke as if it were natural for him, but it was quite shocking to me.

To endure the burning agony of his entire body on fire, then instantly devour the flames and regenerate skin and organs.

It was a feat impossible for a human mind.

"Are you...really...human?"

"Of course! I am definitely human!"

"Guh...gaaack..."

He suddenly released his grip and threw me, and what caught me was none other than his black energy.

After catching me, it transformed into something like a rope or cord and began to choke my neck again.

And Grid approached slowly, as if watching a spectacle.

"Hmm...you don't look particularly special on the outside...
I wonder why the goddess chose this man..."

"Don't...guh...know...you...bastard..."

"A foul-mouthed man with little courtesy."

As soon as his muttering ended, I felt pain in my abdomen.

Something being thrust in deeply.
I wondered if this was how it felt to have an icicle stabbed into your stomach.

Looking down, I saw a black tentacle extending from his body connected to my abdomen.

The connected tentacle undulated and began to put something inside me.

"Well, this body will house the goddess, so it can't have any impurities."

"Aaaaargh!!"

"Ah, don't worry.
It will devour all the impurities in your body."

Something entered my body.
Not just one thing, but many.

My skin bulged and undulated, moving around.
Like watching an alien, the bulging skin moved.

And with each movement, excruciating pain surged through me.

It felt like giant ants were biting and tearing at each of my nerves.

They say you never get used to pain, even when you think you might.

Proving that saying, terrified screams erupted from my mouth.

I wanted to cut off my limbs and escape, but the rope that had been choking my neck had somehow grabbed my limbs,
making it impossible to move freely.

As my body was about to be violated, something suddenly appeared before me.

≪??? has invaded the user's body.≫
≪User has no knowledge of ???.≫
≪Analysis of ??? is impossible.≫

≪"Sun" consumes causality.≫
≪Temporarily providing user with information about ???.≫
≪Beginning analysis.≫

≪Analysis complete, 1 solution exists.≫

Ch.59 - Absorption
I couldn't see the status window's solution, but I didn't care. If I could break free from this restraint and leave even a small scratch on that bastard's face, that would be enough.

With that mindset, I gave my consent, and instantly the status window began to change rapidly.

≪User consent obtained.≫
≪Proceeding with absorption of ?@!#.≫

Absorption?
What was it planning to absorb?

Even if it absorbed whatever unknown thing was circulating in my body, that guy could just put it back in.

Just as I thought this was pointless, another tremendous pain erupted in my body.

Unlike the pain that had been tearing through my entire body, this time the agony was concentrated solely in my heart.

≪Confirmed user's heart cannot withstand the strain.≫
≪Reviewing user's available magic...≫

My heart can't withstand it?
By this point, I couldn't even guess what was happening to my heart.

Suddenly, my breath caught in my throat.

My heart felt like it was being sliced thinly with a small knife, and as if synchronized with that pain, my skin was writhing even more intensely.

≪Suitable magic found among user's abilities.≫
≪Applying enhancement magic. Target: User's heart.≫
≪Enhancement magic: Durability Strengthening activated.≫

Only when my heartbeat, which had seemed about to stop at any moment, calmed down did the pain begin to subside.

After catching my breath from writhing in agony, I could finally look up at the status window again.

The final message on that status window was enough to shock me completely.

≪Successfully strengthened user's heart.≫
≪Continuing absorption of ?@!#.≫
≪"Sun" consumes causality to rapidly increase absorption rate.≫

≪Status window proposes ??? to "Sun".≫
≪"Sun" accepts status window's proposal.≫

≪"Sun" consumes significant causality to rapidly adapt the result to the user.≫

≪Temporarily, the user...≫

***

"Is there still impurity remaining?"

That was Grid's thought as he watched Jenison's still-writhing body.

This body would become the vessel for the goddess he served. Naturally, he couldn't tolerate even the slightest impurity.

So he had tried to eliminate all impurities from the body while he had the chance.

He wanted to strip away all attachments to life clinging to the body. He intended to erase emotions that wouldn't benefit a deity's life. He was trying to create a vessel worthy of housing her spirit.

But something was strange.

By now, the creatures he had placed inside the man's body should have erased everything.

He should have had the eyes of an idiot, not these defiant eyes.

After all, these parasites called "Spencer" feed on everything when they infest a human body.

Even if it's intangible.

These creatures, being subordinates of "Gluttony," consume things at an incredibly fast rate.

Why was there still something left to devour?
Why were they still squirming around inside his body?

The sense of unease didn't stop there.

At some point, he felt as if the tentacles he had embedded in the man's body were disappearing.

There seemed to be empty space at the ends of the tentacles he had thoroughly inserted.

Something was wrong.
It was a clear intuition.

He didn't want to harm the body of his goddess, but this time he felt he shouldn't hold back.

He had wanted to turn him into an idiot who would walk on his own, but he changed his plan to knock him unconscious and take him away.

When oxygen to the brain is cut off, humans definitely lose consciousness.

Even a newborn could block the breathing of someone whose limbs were restrained.

With that thought, he brought a tentacle to the man's face, anticipating the goddess's imminent return.

At that moment, an attack came from behind—a powerful and familiar attack of holy power.

"Huff... hah... what are you trying to do..."

The Pope, who had fainted from pain, had somehow awakened, still trembling on his knees.

Though it was a threatening attack, Grid was no fool. He knew that drawing out too much holy power would come at a price.

The Pope's body was likely damaged beyond repair, and that attack was probably his last chance.

Grid remained composed, thinking there could be no more attractive sacrifice than a Pope who couldn't use his own power.

"You're already up? You should have stayed down a little longer."

"...Let that child go!!"

"You're still being a nuisance."

Tired of the Pope's persistent advances, Grid shot him a weary look and launched a couple of tentacles.

As expected, the Pope could barely defend himself, let alone counterattack.

"Why go to such lengths? You could have lived if you had just stayed down."

"...You'll never understand, no matter how long you live, you monster wearing a human mask."

"...My actions are entirely for humanity's sake. Not understanding my intentions makes you quite pitiful..."

The Pope's face briefly contorted at Grid's genuinely sympathetic tone, but Grid momentarily stopped paying attention to Jenison as he continued to focus on the Pope's relentless charge.

After all, Jenison's limbs were bound.
To break free, he would need magic power stronger than Grid's own, or the ability to manipulate the same energy as him.

In other words, he would need to receive "the Goddess's Blessing." But that was impossible for him.

A mage's body would die instantly from circuit overload if they tried to use any energy other than magic power.

That's why priests can't use magic—they can't simultaneously use holy power and magic power.

Besides, he had done some research on the man, since he was traveling with the Saintess.

According to his findings, though not particularly skilled, he was definitely a mage.

He was undeniably a mage with magic power in his body. That alone was enough to reassure Grid.

Just as he thought this, he heard the sound of air being cut and something snapping from behind him.

A blade was flying directly toward his neck.

He didn't know how the man had broken free, but he had somehow released himself from the restraints.

Still, it seemed predictable.
It would probably be a dagger flying toward him.

He sent tentacles toward the Pope, intending to knock him out completely this time, and reached out to catch the flying object.

But what he caught wasn't a blade.

Mocking his certainty that it would be a blade, what passed through his fingers was a tiny needle.

And attached to it was a small piece of paper.

The needle's tip precisely pierced Grid's carotid artery—a wound that would have caused a normal human to die instantly from excessive bleeding.

If he were a normal human, that is.

As if the needle in his neck was laughable, Grid pushed it deeper with his finger.

The small needle soon disappeared from sight, leaving only the small piece of paper dangling from it.

"I don't know how you broke free, but it seems your attack has failed again?"

"...You're the first fool I've ever seen to fall for the same trick twice."

"...?"

As soon as he finished speaking, another flash of light erupted.

Light began to flicker inside Grid's neck, and then terrifying heat and light burst forth.

『Scroll: Explosion of Annihilation』

The scroll, half-rolled into his neck, responded to Jenison's hand gesture.

It exploded.
Light erupted from Grid's body.

It was light and heat so intense that an ordinary person would be scorched just by approaching it.

Yet Grid remained standing unharmed.
It was the same situation as before.

The blackish skeleton, burning but intact, clicked its teeth as if mocking Jenison, who had maintained an expressionless face throughout.

As the teeth clicked, a voice like nails on a chalkboard emerged.

"I'd like to say the same to you—you're the first fool I've seen to fall for the same trick twice. Ha-ha-ha..."

His chilling laughter cut off abruptly.
And as if on cue, Jenison smiled.

"Why don't you keep laughing?"

"You... how did you do this...?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Your heart!! Why is my energy residing there?!"

He was right.
Grid's dark energy was circulating near Jenison's heart.

And very stably at that.

This shouldn't be possible.
His magic circuit should have exploded, killing him instantly.

It was impossible unless the laws of physics were transcended.
Impossible without a divine miracle.

Yet it clearly existed.
Something that shouldn't exist was there.

Sensing something was terribly wrong, Grid hurriedly launched his tentacles—not just a few, but dozens.

Countless tentacles rushed toward him.

Each tentacle tip was as cold as a spear blade, and their speed was as sharp as the wind.

Yet the tentacles didn't reach Jenison.
They stopped right in front of him.

"...So this is how it works?"

"Wh-what..."

The tentacles didn't just stop in front of him.
The tips of the tentacles were moving according to his hand movements.

A black man with black tentacles.
The scene was so natural it sent chills down Grid's spine.

"Th-this can't be!! H-how can you use Her power?!"

"Don't call it 'Her power.' It makes me want to vomit."

"Y-you blasphemous—"

"Shut up and die."

The dozens of tentacles he had launched surged forward again.
The difference was that they were now aimed at Grid, not Jenison.

Though Grid tried to block them, the tentacles were no longer under his control.

Distracted by the miracle before his eyes, the skeleton without skin or muscle couldn't avoid them.

Cervical vertebrae, thoracic vertebrae, ribs, sternum, femur—dozens of tentacles hammered into his bones.

The sound of something cracking filled the cathedral.

"Kh... hack..."

"...Is it her power that makes you look so disgusting?"

Grid frowned at his blasphemous words but soon smiled again.

"Hehe... no matter what you do... you can't kill me."

"...?"

"I was too shocked to respond properly earlier, but this mere body—I can just put it back together—"

"Do as you please."

With that, Jenison threw something at Grid's arm.

What Jenison threw was a vial—a container with liquid very similar in color to a potion.

But as soon as the liquid touched Grid's bones, he knew it wasn't a potion.

The liquid dissolved his bones without a trace.

"Gah... hrrk..."

"It's sulfuric acid, and very strong at that."

"Krrrgh..."

"Your ability doesn't seem to be regeneration or creation."

"..."

"You just covet. You're just trying to take back what was originally yours."

"..."

"That desire to take everything from others while refusing to give up anything of your own—hold onto it until the end."

"...Krrrgh."

"Today, I must take what's yours, no matter what."

At that moment, what Grid saw was surely the endless landscape of hell.

Ch.60 - The End Of Greed
The noise-filled screams never stop.

Inside the cathedral, where silence and tranquility should coexist, something is being broken, shattered, and snapped.

Breaking, melting, fragmenting, grinding, and rejoining again.

"Shall we try hammering in a chisel this time?"

"No... don't!!"

The rest of his words never came. Before he could finish speaking, a large chisel was driven into his bone.

Crack—something fractured. The black bones split into pieces.

His teeth no longer meet properly. Perhaps he can't even scream anymore.

Yet he still craves life. He yearns for existence itself.

So whether he wants it or not, his body regenerates.

Skin regenerates and organs find their places again. Then I tear them out once more.

The continuous screams sound like a recording.

His voice, emerging despite having no vocal cords, now begs for death rather than life.

But his remains don't listen to his pleas.

As the fragmented bones keep finding their places, Grid's expression sours in real time.

"Ugh... ugh..."

"What's wrong? As you said, I haven't killed you yet."

"K-kill me... you can do it..."

He's right. For some reason, I possess his power.

Probably because of the status window.

So if I use this power, I could kill the skeleton before me in an instant.

But.

"Why should I do that?"

Hearing my words, one of Grid's eyeballs trembles.

His half-broken shinbone shakes, and his teeth clash frantically against each other.

"W-why..."

"Because I want you to live."

"..."

"Don't think you can escape comfortably through death. You shouldn't suffer only this much pain.

Die being stoned by the families of those you killed.

Be executed under the cross of the church you defiled.

Both the guilty and innocent will throw stones at you, and your survival will be determined by them."

Hearing my words, Grid's face turned pale, then flushed red as he objected.

"I... I didn't do anything to you—!"

"Can you take responsibility for those words...?"

"..."

After I contained the killing intent that momentarily burst forth, Grid, having heard everything I said, seemed to have nothing to say and simply lowered his head.

Hearing a sound, I brought my face closer and heard the grinding of teeth.

"Why... should I... why..."

He kept muttering something while grinding his teeth.

Seeing him grinding his teeth instead of showing remorse made me feel as if my nonexistent goodwill toward him dropped.

Of course, I had no intention of sparing him even if he showed remorse and repentance.

I brought a cold piece of metal to the arm of the still-muttering fellow.

"...Huh?"

"Break time is over."

I move the sharpened blade up and down against his bone.

"Ah... AAAAARGH!!!"

"You still have strength left to scream."

Instead of the sharp blade from earlier, this one has a somewhat crude saw blade attached.

Bone dust falls as it grinds. Dust so fine it seems it would blow away in the slightest breeze.

As the dust scatters, the saw teeth gradually become dull. I pause sawing briefly to replenish the dulled parts.

Thinking this pause might be his chance, his teeth move frantically.

"I'll... I'll talk, no, I'll tell you everything!!"

"Tell me what?"

"I'll... I'll tell you everything you want to know, so..."

"Do you think there's anything in particular I'm curious about?"

At my words, he seemed momentarily speechless, but soon, as if realizing something, he clings to me again.

"In-information about the other church members...!"

"..."

"And... and I'll tell you the locations of the church branches."

"...How can I trust your words?"

"Well... that..."

"...Tell me anyway."

Seeing my response, which didn't seem unfavorable, he finally showed a look of having gained an opportunity.

As if he had found hope that he might survive, he continued his explanation very diligently.

Thanks to him, I learned general information about the Seven Deadly Sins, the system for ranking church priests, the locations of the Moon Church branches hidden in the empire,

And the fact that they would all be targeting me.

While I was busy writing down his story, the Pope approached from behind and tapped my shoulder.

"You, could you help with the situation outside now?"

I turn around to observe him.

His eyes alternated between looking at what was in front of me and at me, then he slightly averted his gaze somewhere else.

I noticed the blood splashing under his shoes and the bone dust slightly staining them.

Apart from the thought that I had soiled his shoes, I didn't want to help with the situation outside.

The knights and priests who had promised to provide support hadn't arrived even though the situation was over.

To make my unwillingness clear, I deliberately made my tone brusque.

"...Is there something I need to help with?"

"I'm sorry for asking too much of you. But I, and we, value every person's help right now."

"..."

"I know it's shameless... but could you please help just once more...?"

I'm not used to kindness. I haven't experienced much unwarranted kindness until now.

And I'm even less accustomed to requests.

Everyone just gives me orders; there aren't many people who would lower themselves to make requests of me.

That's why I couldn't refuse. They say you learn how to refuse by receiving many requests.

Besides, how could I refuse when someone as important as the Pope was bowing his head to me and asking?

"...Alright."

"Thank you, truly..."

"...Hmph."

Grid let out a snicker as he watched the Pope, who was so moved that he grabbed my hands and nodded.

His face, which had somehow reformed, showed a slight trace of hope.

He probably thought he could escape easily if I left.

Seeing that expression made me want to crush his hope once more.

Completely and eternally. I wanted to give despair to someone who still held hope.

I created a large container behind him. Large enough to easily fit a person.

And beneath that container, I drew a magic formula. Very, very meticulously.

Finally, a magic circle was completed, and the lines forming it emitted a beautiful red light.

"You."

"Wh-what?"

"Get in."

"..."

"If you're willing to die right here, you don't have to get in."

As if confirming my words were sincere, Grid hurriedly entered the container.

He will taste hell from now on. Whatever hell he imagines, he will see beyond that.

"Your Holiness, please help me."

***

*I'll kill him... definitely... I'll kill him!*

Meanwhile, Grid, who still hadn't come to his senses, was filled with thoughts of revenge against Jenison.

Not knowing what fate awaited him.

*Definitely... I'll tear him limb from limb.*

How much time had passed?
As he continued to vow revenge, beads of sweat formed on his skin. Somehow, the surrounding temperature seemed to have risen.

At first, he attributed it to the heat of his own anger, but as time passed, that couldn't be the case.

The inside of the container continued to heat up, making it feel like being in a sealed sauna.

"Hah... ugh... hah... what is this..."

"Have you realized it now?"

"You... you... what have you done..."

"I reconsidered... and I don't recall ever saying I would spare you."

"Wh-what?!"

"I decided to just kill you."

Sensing something was wrong, he hurriedly tried to escape, but only briefly. His hand that touched the wall felt immense pain.

A pain he had experienced several times recently. A burning sensation.

"Do you know about the brazen bull?"

"...What?"

"In some Western country, they put criminals inside a bull made of brass and heated it until they died."

"...No way."

"I'm curious how long you'll last. I've made breathing holes, so try to survive as best you can."

"H-hey, w-wait."

And then the presence disappeared. As if truly gone from this place.

"W-wait... hey..."

No matter how much he called out, there was no response from anyone.

All he could hear was the crackling sound of something burning.

Grid tried to escape even now, but his attempt was thoroughly blocked.

The container he had entered was sealed with a barrier formula.

And it wasn't an ordinary barrier. It was a holy barrier created by at least a high priest or higher.

No matter how hard he tried, it was an impenetrable wall for Grid, whose power had diminished.

Moreover, with his power reduced by the black tentacles taken by Jenison, Grid had no options left.

"AAAAARGH!!!! I'll tear... I'll tear you to pieces!!!!"

The only option left to him was to scream.

He spewed curses from his throat.
He screamed.
He expelled his pain.
He pleaded his agony.

When the temperature became hot enough to evaporate his tears, he couldn't even lean comfortably against the wall.

Because his skin would stick to the wall if he touched it.

For the same reason, he couldn't sleep comfortably, and there was no one to bring him food.

What happens when all basic human needs are lost? No, what if the needs exist but aren't guaranteed?

Those who have thought about this even briefly all say the same thing:

If someone cannot have even one basic need guaranteed, that person will almost inevitably give up on life.

Five days later, during the reconstruction of the church, rumors spread in the marketplace about unidentified bone dust being discovered.

Greed.

It was a fitting death for someone who had lived coveting everything from others.

At least in the end, everything was taken from him.

Ch.61 - Podium, Epilogue.
After that, the situation was resolved swiftly.

"Everyone stop right now!!!"

"...!!!"

The Black Order members who had been attacking priests and laughing maniacally were all stunned by the Pope's thunderous command as he walked out confidently.

While I had been playing with Grid, the Pope seemed to have recovered his strength, and his powerful aura was intimidating enough that no one dared to challenge him.

"Hey, Mr. Priest, if you shout like that, we—"

"Aaaargh!!"

"My... my head...?"

Of course, there were some who failed to read the situation and stepped forward, but they quickly ceased to exist, so it didn't matter.

After silencing all the Black Order members, the Pope immediately began to address the situation.

The situation was, to put it mildly, far from good.

Almost all the church facilities had been destroyed, and it would have been easier to count the structures that remained intact.

Many priests and knights had lost their lives, and most of the surviving nuns had been violated.

I could feel the Pope's anger as he looked at their lifeless eyes, even standing beside him.

The surviving knights and priests were weeping while holding the cold bodies of their fallen comrades.

The violated nuns all sat motionless like dolls, their eyes unfocused.

Instead of celebrating victory or feeling relief at having survived, everyone mourned the lives lost and the deaths of their friends.

But they had to accept reality. Denying death went against their beliefs.

All they could do was pray for the departed and spend the night in tears.

And the Saintess, Hildegard, was no exception.

From a distance, I saw her holding a small child in her arms, with a bottle with a broken mouth in her hand.

As I carefully approached her, I noticed three holes dug in front of her, two of which seemed to already have occupants.

"Isn't he cute? These tiny hands and the dimple that appears when he smiles."

"..."

"He once begged me for candy with these small hands, you know? I still remember his expression clearly."

"..."

"Father Hern always carried a bottle of alcohol with him. I kept telling him to quit, hehe."

"Are you alright?"

"Am I alright...?"

As soon as those words left her mouth, I could see her face.

Unlike her expressionless face, her voice gradually became wet with emotion.

It wasn't like raindrops falling one by one.
It wasn't a passing shower.
It wasn't a fox rain pretending to fall.

Dark clouds billowed up,
winds swept everything away,

In her eyes, I could see a downpour
that would make everything damp with moisture.

"I'm not alright..."

"..."

"I thought I was used to death. I've seen people lose their lives during treatment, though rarely."

"..."

"But... I'm not at all."

Darker clouds billowed in the Saintess's eyes.

A storm was raging in her heart,
and there was no eye of the typhoon anywhere in her mind.

"I'm sad that my acquaintances have died."

"That's normal."

"It hurts that I can't see them anymore..."

"That's also normal."

"And... and... I'm insanely angry..."

Finally, tears streamed down from the Saintess's eyes.

Tears flowing from unbearable pain,
tears flowing from unbearable hatred.

"What did our church members do wrong...?"

"..."

"They spread teachings, healed people."

"..."

"Most of those who put aside personal desires to live for others died like that."

As she spoke, she bowed her head and pointed in one direction.

In the direction she pointed, there was a hill of red and black.

It might sound strange to say it was "created," but it was true.

The hill was made of the bodies of countless church members who had been sacrificed in this attack.

They wanted to pray for each of those many bodies individually, but the church didn't have that luxury.

Inevitably, they chose to cremate them all at once and then pray for them.

Of course, the situation wasn't pleasant to look at.

The pure white that symbolized the church was stained red, and the sight of countless bodies piled up appeared nothing but black.

Hands sticking out from the mountain of corpses looked as if they wanted to escape from this place,

And the bodies with eyes that couldn't close even in death seemed to still have attachments to this world.

The Saintess and I gazed at that scene endlessly.

Did I, who had briefly considered abandoning them and running away, have the right to pray for their souls?

While I was lost in these thoughts, someone approached us.

"Saintess, it's time."

"I... understand..."

It was a priest I remembered seeing once before—the one who had watched me when I went to find the Saintess the second time.

He was about to move somewhere with the Saintess when he turned to me with an offer.

"Would the Holy One like to join us as well?"

"Where are we going?"

"To the place where we will cremate the bodies and pray for their souls."

For a moment, I almost asked why I should go there, but the atmosphere made it impossible.

His expression wasn't good either.

As I followed him, I could hear crying from a distance. The wailing of the church members reached my ears.

Every one of them had lost family, siblings, or their closest friends in this attack,

And each of their cries pierced my ears.

"Saintess, this way."

"...Yes."

"Holy One, please come this way."

"Understood."

In that forest of corpses,
the Saintess and I went separate ways.

The Saintess moved closer to the bodies.
I went to where other church members were praying solemnly.

The Saintess stopped in front of the bodies.
Then she brought her hands together over her chest.

Her pure white holy power covered the bodies.

Though she wore a black nun's habit while emitting white energy, it didn't look out of place at all—rather, it appeared sacred.

As if her white light was a signal, the church members each released their own holy power.

The nun who had been crying while remembering her dead friend.
The knights who had been maintaining a solemn atmosphere.
The priests who had been reading prayers while holding rosaries.

Without exception, each of them released their holy power.

As I was momentarily captivated by the spectacle unfolding before my eyes, the Saintess slowly began to speak.

"Your hair will turn to ash and enrich this land.

Your rough hands and feet are proof that you helped others.

The wrinkles etched on your bodies symbolize the hardships of life.

Our Mother waits for you in the distance.

At first, She may scold you.

For you are merely creatures, humans, and infinitely lacking.
That is only natural and inevitable.

But in the end, She will forgive you.
And She will comfort and soothe you.

Saying, look at what you have protected.
Saying, what you have protected is still intact.
Saying, your sacrifice was not in vain.

And finally, She will embrace you, saying you've done well.

You may rest in peace now.
Sometimes, it's okay to shed tears.

We will inherit all your hopes and will."

The Saintess's prayer paused briefly,
and she wiped her eyes with her white sleeve.

Though she surely wiped them thoroughly,
she couldn't contain her emotions,
and her voice was again tinged with tears as she continued.

"Please wait a little longer, and we will join you.

On behalf of everyone, I make a small request...

When that time comes, when you see us, when we can finally meet...

Please greet us with a simple 'it's been a while'..."

The final words to rest in peace never came.
Because the Saintess collapsed in the middle.

Her sorrowful voice echoed throughout the world.

Tears streamed down.
Her sobbing voice emerged into the world.

She resented her tears that she couldn't control.

And simultaneously, the church members also shed the tears they had been holding back.

Even the knights who had been standing so solemnly
had glistening teardrops trembling in their eyes.

The Pope approached from behind the Saintess.
Holding a sacred fire in one hand.

"For the final act, Saintess, I wish for you to send them off."

"I... I..."

"It's alright. They would want it this way."

The Saintess hesitated but finally took the sacred fire.

A golden flame kindled with holy power.
It touched the dark red hill.

At that moment, the surroundings brightened.
With a brilliant golden light.

It was so beautiful that anyone who saw it would involuntarily smile.
But no one rejoiced.

Because they knew that what lay beneath that beautiful light was not beautiful.

No one showed a smile.

Ch.62 - Relic
"Welcome back, young master!"

"Yeah."

After finishing my business with the church, I returned to my normal life.

Of course, not to the duke's residence, but to the lodgings provided by the Academy.

Either way, I had secured the church's support, and after what happened, I didn't want to stay there any longer.

"Young master! Would you like some foo—"

"I'll eat later, Ella."

"...Yes."

Of course, returning didn't mean I had time to rest.

Though I felt sorry for Ella who had been waiting for me all this time, I had more important matters to attend to.

As soon as I returned to the Academy, news reached my ears that the mid-term evaluation results were out.

Having defeated a mid-level magical beast, I was naturally ranked near the top, which meant I no longer had anything holding me back.

From using the "Cursed Clockwork" relic.

A magical tool said to manipulate souls. Just holding it makes me feel a chill gathering in my hand.

Of course, I hadn't undergone the trial yet. Even if I had passed the trial, it would be pointless if I couldn't use it, so I hadn't tried.

But now it doesn't matter. There's no one to stop me from using it as I please.

If I can handle souls after overcoming the trial, there's something I need to do right away.

There's no reason to hesitate any longer.

***

As soon as the Assimilation begins, everything around me darkens.

After waiting a moment, the dark space splits horizontally, and light enters as if from inside a dark box.

What comes into view is an old, wrinkled hand, and magical circuits moving at its touch.

The white lab coat makes it clear this body belongs to some kind of researcher.

When I look up, I see a massive glass tube filled with suspicious liquid.

Inside is a girl who appears to be about 7 years old.

On the girl's right arm is a strange lump of flesh with dozens of mouths attached to it, wriggling like a slug and sticking to the glass.

As I squint at this sight that makes me doubt my eyes, unfamiliar scenes flood into my mind.

The owner of this body was a scientist conducting biological experiments, with the goal of domesticating magical beasts.

For these experiments, he kidnapped children from across the country.

And he had been conducting these experiments for about 3-4 years.

Naturally, all the scenes this body had witnessed during the experiments also entered my mind.

Tentacles implanted in bodies multiplying until they burst out of a boy's eyeballs.

Removing the brain of an older brother who tried to protect his younger sibling, implanting it in a beast-type magical creature, then observing whether it would devour the younger brother.

Experiments to see if magical beasts with human genitalia would develop sexual urges toward humans.

Children young enough to be his grandchildren screamed behind glass walls, but his face remained unmoved.

He had no hesitation performing these unspeakable acts because his mind was firmly set on the belief that he was doing it for humanity.

The man stood emotionless in a place where any normal person would have run away retching.

I wanted to curse at him, but couldn't. My lips were sealed shut as if locked, and at the same time, I sensed someone approaching from behind.

"Doctor, test subject #572 has been terminated."

"Cause?"

Only when another researcher delivered this news did my mouth finally open.

Even then, the voice was emotionless and rigid, as if completely uninterested.

"The magical beast was rejected immediately after implantation, invaded the blood vessels, and caused blood backflow."

"Death by thrombosis?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"How unfortunate. It's not even that difficult to procure test subjects these days."

"..."

"Is this child the only one who's shown even partial success?"

This bastard wasn't remorseful about a kidnapped child dying—he was worried about how difficult it was to kidnap more.

And the emotion I'm feeling now... I can sense he truly believes this.

Disgusting.

His beliefs, mindset, and thoughts flood into my mind.

Just as I was becoming overwhelmed by the wave of information so vast I could forget who I was,

A red warning light suddenly flashed on the ceiling, and another researcher came running from behind.

He was running so urgently that he threw down the documents in his hands, causing the doctor to sense something was wrong.

"What's happening?"

"D-Doctor!! The t-test subjects—"

His words hung in the air as his head was crushed by a large lump of flesh.

The flesh, now turned deep red rather than bright red, turned in my direction.

An eyeball formed at the tip of the flesh.

"D-Doctor, th-that...!"

"Has it... really succeeded?"

"What...?"

While the first researcher trembled in fear, this body moved toward the flesh.

There was no fear whatsoever. Only a feeling of elation.

"Finally... my experiment has succeeded! Humans can control magical beasts... ha... haha!!"

"Y-you crazy—"

The earlier scene repeated itself. The researcher lost his head and collapsed.

The single eyeball continued to stare at me.

"Ha... ha... haha!! Magnificent, truly magnificent!!"

"..."

"Who should I tell about this? Who should I inform so they'll look up to me again..."

Before he could finish speaking, a tentacle brushed past his cheek.

It was enough to silence him, and another crimson tentacle passed by his side.

Then, as if reverently supporting something, it gently settled below and behind him.

A small, delicate foot stepped on that tentacle.

"Y-you..."

"..."

"You were the successful subject, of course!!"

The owner of that foot was the girl I had seen at the beginning—the one with that lump of flesh attached to her right arm.

She looked around once, then painfully parted her delicate, pretty lips.

"Why...?"

"Hmm?"

"Why did you do this to me... to us?"

Her lips carried a question, and her bright eyes held resentment.

With her trembling left hand, she clutched what could barely be called her right arm, now crimson, and asked me.

Her emotions also entered me.

A sticky feeling too intense to be called mere resentment. Could such hatred even be expressed in words?

And the emotion of this body's owner facing her was... surprisingly emotionless.

"What are you talking about?"

"...?"

"If it weren't for me, you would have just been society's trash. I made you useful to humanity...?"

"..Ha."

His expression showed confusion, and so did his heart.

Amazingly, he genuinely didn't understand what he had done wrong.

As if he truly couldn't imagine a single thing.

Hearing this, the girl's resentment grew stronger.

The calm emotion of someone claiming innocence and the sticky emotion filled with nothing but resentment merged together.

My mind became confused and chaotic. It felt like an endlessly burning hellfire meeting an intensely cold chill.

As they intertwined, turning my mind into a mess,

An excruciating pain shot through my right arm. The feeling of something being torn apart.
Along with it came a voice.

"Huh...?"

"First, my right arm..."

"Aaaaargh!!!"

The girl's right arm moved, and the crimson flesh behind him took this body's right arm.

Or more precisely, it devoured it.

"Veron... had two eyes, right?"

"Wh-aaaaargh!!"

The girl didn't stop there. Mentioning someone's name, she took this body's two eyes.

"I wonder if you even know who Bern is?"

"N-no, why... gaaack..."

"He was my friend who died when hundreds of tentacles burst from his eyes because of you."

"Aaaagh!!"

Saying this, she brought the flesh to the doctor's now empty eye sockets.

Soon after, flowers bloomed in his eyes. Terrible flowers that wriggled, craving life.

I could feel his pain in my own eyes. The sensation of something taking root inside my eyes.

At the same time, I felt her anger, which had momentarily calmed but now burned even hotter.

"Why, why are you doing this?"

"...Why?"

"Y-yes! At least give me a reas—"

His mouth no longer opened. Something had thrust into his open mouth.

"Why, why, why, WHY?!!!!"

"Guh... urk..."

After that, it was simple. All I had to do was endure the pain.

The girl was so enraged that I couldn't even feel her emotions anymore, and the man was too consumed by pain to have room for emotions.

This was actually better than having my mind thrown into chaos like before.

She cut open his stomach, removed organs and hung them up, and something wriggled in his intestines, but eventually it ended.

After a long struggle, the man died first. And with that, the light around us disappeared as well.

Then a dark red cube appeared before me.

I instinctively knew it was the core of this relic.

"Is it over?"

[...Yes.]

As I got up and prepared to leave, another voice came from it.

[...Do you also think I was wrong?]

"..."

[I... I was!!]

"Shut up and let me out."

I cut off his attempt at an emotional appeal. I had felt enough of his beliefs and mindset.

But that didn't absolve him of all his crimes.

Compared to the number of children he killed, he actually died rather peacefully.

At least he was able to die while still human.

As soon as I spoke, his form disappeared, and simultaneously, a bright white light enveloped my body.

Emerging from the darkness and the light, I found myself standing in reality.

***

≪Cursed Clockwork≫

The user is now able to use this relic.

This relic contains the grudges of countless children.
Their resentment and hatred have created a sticky wall.

The children prayed to escape this hell, even to non-existent beings.
They wanted adults they could trust.

The grudges have acknowledged you, who witnessed these atrocities and endured the pain while suppressing your emotions.

With the power of these grudges, you can now see and handle ghosts.

You can hear the voices of ghosts you control and exert physical force through them.

Ch.63 - Apple
I feel the cold touch of the clockwork in my hand.

Along with the feeling of finally returning to reality, status windows pop up in front of me.

≪You have successfully prevented the destruction of the Order.≫

You have succeeded in protecting the Order that you desperately wanted to save, even as countless people crumbled to dust.

Many souls of the faithful express their gratitude to you.

You have single-handedly defeated the Seven Deadly Sins of the ??? Order.
The quality of quest rewards has been improved.

*As rewards are enhanced, they merge into one.

Reward: Gray Dragon's Eye

As the suddenly appeared status window disappears, a blue light resembling a firefly appears in midair and floats toward me.

When I reach out my hand toward the blue light, it drops into my palm with a soft thud.

The blue light fades, leaving behind an ashen pupil with a vertical slit in my hand.

≪You have obtained the Gray Dragon's Eye.≫

This is the eye of a Gray Dragon who died with deep, unexplained resentment, unable to properly close its eyes even in death.

It is said that those who possess a dragon's eye either face destruction or become strong enough to surpass even that fate.

However, the dragon's will that still resides in the eye may doubt your power.

If you fail to meet its expectations, it might someday take over your body.

Effect: Temporarily enables the use of Dragon Language.
Temporary side effects exist after using Dragon Language.

Looking at the text on the status window that appears again, I bring my hand to my mouth.

Dragon Language

Dragons are the apex of all species and can be considered the most excellent magicians.

They are beings that every boy imagines at least once in childhood, known only through legends.

Said to have mastered all magic, they can imbue truth in a single word and cause phenomena with that one word—

That is Dragon Language.

A magic that makes the world move according to what is spoken.
A magic that temporarily ignores the laws of the world.

To think it would allow me to use such power, even temporarily.

After being momentarily distracted by the more generous reward than expected, I tightly grip the clockwork device in my hand again.

Dragon Language magic is good, but there are far more important matters at hand right now.

First, with the thought of trying something that might have even the slightest possibility, I step outside the room.

As I open the door, I make eye contact with Ella.

She was wearing casual clothes instead of her maid uniform, and her eyes were full of drowsiness as if she had been dozing off.

As I look at her uncommon casual attire, she rubs her eyes and speaks after examining my outfit up and down.

"Going out again?"

"Yes, I have somewhere to visit briefly."

"...When will you be back?"

"It won't take long. Please prepare dinner."

"Yeeees..."

Leaving Ella, who was falling back asleep, I exit my dormitory room that I had only recently returned to.

My destination is already decided.

***

"...I'm almost there."

After walking mindlessly, I suddenly arrive at a garden.

Surrounding me are brilliantly blooming flower beds, and the fresh scent of grass welcomes me.

And right in the center stands a stone monument.

A tombstone that doesn't particularly match this beautiful place—something that could be considered out of place.

Yet no one would dare question the location of that tombstone.

Because the wife of Duke Reinhardt rests here.

"It's been a while, Mother."

I continue to kill time waiting for a reply that will never come.

"I'm sorry I haven't visited you. I've been quite busy with various matters..."

I smile awkwardly and wait for an answer, but again, no response returns.
Still, I stubbornly continue speaking.

Maybe... just maybe.
She might come back.

"Mother, I miss you especially today..."

I sigh deeply and hang my head at the continued absence of a response.

I knew it, but the wind feels particularly cold today.

Then I carefully examine the clockwork in my hand.

Just by deciding to use it, the scenery around me changes instantly.

The soul of an earthworm that drowned, unable to escape from the soil on a rainy day.

The soul of a bird that died instantly when debris blown by a typhoon hit its head.

Even the soul of a robust man sitting on a tree, seemingly enjoying the view.

Things that were invisible suddenly appear to my eyes and in the world.

With a tiny glimmer of hope, I turn around.

Maybe... even if it's just a small possibility.
Could Sariel still remain here?

Could she be watching over me from afar?
Could she be worried about my well-being?

Such small hopes bloomed hazily in my heart.

And the moment I turned around,
what was waiting for me, unchanged, was...

Just a single tombstone with a deep ashen color.

"...So it doesn't work."

For a soul to remain on earth, it needs lingering attachment.

Strong regrets that can keep a soul entity that shouldn't exist on earth.

So I thought she might not be here. After all, Mother left with a happy face until the very end.

Still, I held onto a sliver of hope.
I embraced an expectation that made my heart swell.

But it scattered.
That handful of expectation scattered away.

Though disappointed, truly disappointed,
I was about to shake it off and get up.

"Bro...ther?"

"...Aria?"

***

It was a simple whim.
Visiting this place.

My brother who had changed and grown cold.
I remember that day when I tried to talk to him but was turned away.

Saying he wasn't my brother.
That expression as he kept pushing me away hasn't faded from my memory.

I was afraid of receiving that cold gaze again.
So I deliberately avoided him.

For a while, it was nice not having to avoid him since he went to the Order.

But my brother returned.
Today, in fact.

I was scared.
Scared that he would look at me that way again.

The more he looked at me like that,
the more my memories of my brother seemed to be tainted.

Even Father doesn't explain in detail why my brother became like that.

It's frustrating.
I wanted to unburden myself somewhere.

That's why I came here.
I was planning to pour out my worries to the tombstone.

Hoping that perhaps, like in fairy tales,
she might listen to my troubles.

But instead of her, he was here.
Looking at me just like he did back then.

He saw me and was about to turn his back and leave.

"W-wait...!"

"...?"

I was secretly relieved,
but then I changed my mind and held him back.

If I didn't resolve this here,
I felt like I wouldn't be able to face him later.

"C-can we talk..."

"I don't particularly have anything to discuss with Lady Reinhardt."

His response was surprisingly cold.
Like a frozen icicle.

It seemed as if he found even talking to me bothersome.

But I didn't give up.
I wanted to hear the reason clearly.

So I decided to try speaking to him once more.

"...I don't understand why you keep acting like this."

Of course, what came back was a frigid rejection.

By this point, I was in tears.
Not from sadness, but from indignation.

I liked my brother from before.

I liked his warm eyes, unlike Father and my eldest brother who strictly taught me every day.

I enjoyed roaming the meadows with him after finishing lessons with my private tutor.

I liked our relationship where we could play mischievous pranks on each other but laugh it off in the end.

But it was my brother who changed.

He treated others carelessly,
became greedy, enjoyed luxury,
hung around with bad people,
and his once warm eyes became clouded.

So why is he changing again and confusing me?
And in an even worse direction.

If his eyes were clouded before,
now they are as black as obsidian.

His obsidian-black, deep eyes are beautiful, but
it feels like one wrong step would pull you into the abyss within.

That's how precarious he seemed.

So I was worried,
and was rejected by him.

What did I do so wrong?

I felt truly wronged and wronged again,
like a volcano in my heart was about to erupt.

And now I finally spoke.
The volcano in my heart erupted.

"What...!"

"...?"

"What did I do so wrong?!"

"...What—"

"You're the one who was wrong first, you crazy person!!"

***

She's crying.
None other than Aria.

Throwing away the dignity she's been taught since childhood,
she sits down right there and sobs uncontrollably.

Seeing her tears,
I barely stop myself from rushing over to comfort her.

"...Lady."

"Why did you become like that...
You should tell me so I can understand..."

"..."

"You were the one who changed first..."

"..."

"You changed all by yourself...
Why are you angry at me..."

As she speaks and cries again, I couldn't bring myself to say anything to her.
I was completely at a loss for words.

I acted like a Delinquent.
Because the Duke ordered me to.

So she treated me poorly.
Because I acted in a way that made me appear that way.

And recently, I got angry at her.

For me, it was more like venting frustrations that had built up over time, but I shouldn't have done that.

I was the one who had acted that way all along,
and I was the one who hadn't said anything to her.

Getting angry at her was the same.

No matter how wronged I felt, I shouldn't have done that to a girl much younger than me.

When my thoughts reached that point,
I could no longer hold myself back.

My body, which had barely stopped, rushed faster than anyone to embrace her head.

Just like when I comforted her as a child when she was crying.

"...Huh?"

"I'm sorry, Aria."

"..."

"It was my fault."

"Uuu...waaah."

Hearing my words, she closed her eyes and began to wail as if the world had ended,
and due to my guilt toward her, I could only repeat my apologies over and over.

Ch.64 - Regret And Farewell
After a long time had passed, Aria finally seemed to calm down and pushed herself away from my embrace.

Then, as if she had never been crying, she narrowed her eyes fiercely and stared directly at my face.

"So, tell me."

"Tell you what?"

"Why you changed so much back then, and why you're acting this way toward me now. Everything."

"...Do you really want to hear it?"

"Yes, I'll do whatever it takes to hear it."

I was wrong.
Aria's eyes showed she was serious.

Perhaps I could tell her everything and feel relieved.
But honestly, I wasn't comfortable with it.

She had tremendous pride in her family.
No, to be precise, pride in the Duke.

She was proud of her father, who had honed himself endlessly and spread his reputation throughout the Empire.

That's why she worked so hard too.
Others probably didn't understand her motivation.

But I remembered clearly.
The dreams we shared with each other in childhood.

***

"Brother, someday I want to be like Father!"

It was an unexpected statement.
A rare moment when the usually quiet child spoke with a raised voice.

"Why?"

"Huh? Because Father is amazing!
He defeats monsters single-handedly and protects everyone in the domain!"

It was true.
At that time, the northern territories of the Empire were experiencing frequent monster invasions,

And it was our father, the Duke, who drove them away single-handedly.

"That's true."

"I want to become that strong too!
So I can protect people someday."

It was an impossibly lofty dream for a quiet child who only studied.
His strength was purely the product of effort.

But I didn't mention that.
After all, it was a child's dream.

Rather than shattering that dream, my role as family and the older one was to encourage it.

"Yes, you can do it. You're my sister, after all."

"Yeah... what about you?"

"Hm?"

"What kind of person will you become?"

To that common question about what kind of person I would become,
I couldn't answer.

It was already too late for me to give such an answer.

"...I—"

I don't remember what answer I gave then.
I can't recall.

Perhaps I deliberately erased it from my memory.

The only thing that remains in my memory
is Aria's expression as she looked at me strangely.

***

"Hurry up and tell me. I don't want to use magic on you."

"...Your threatening skills have improved."

"Hurry."

Sincerity permeates her every word.

I can feel her determination not to back down anymore,
and the mana around us surges as if she might cast a spell at any moment.

For someone else, this level would be impossible at her age,
but Aria's talent made it possible.

≪Status Window—Observation, Target: Aria Reinhardt≫
≪Race: Human≫

The precious daughter of the Reinhardt ducal family.
She had a timid personality from childhood,
but for some reason became cold a few years ago.

She studies magic, and
no professor can help but praise her magical abilities.

When she was young, she lived being compared
to the children of the Renuel ducal family.

≪Trait: Master of Mana≫
≪Mana, except that belonging to others, moves according to her will.≫

Master of Mana,
her trait and the secret to her strength.

All mana moves according to her will.

She can make it come to her, so her mana
is virtually inexhaustible,

And with the countless spells she's learned since childhood
rushing toward her opponents,

Few students can stand against her.

"I don't know what you're thinking,
but it would be better not to lie, Brother."

"Do you... really need to hear this?"

"Yes, absolutely."

"Even if it affects you?"

"I don't care."

Faced with her unwavering resolve,
I was the one who finally surrendered.

I knew her stubbornness well—once she set her mind on something,
she wouldn't back down.

I told her everything.

From when my trait first appeared
to what the Duke ordered me to do when he discovered it.

The reason I specifically tormented Rianna and
what I did after Mother passed away.

I told her everything.

Her expressionless face gradually contorted
as I began my story.

So much that I wondered if this was really the same cold girl I knew.

Until the end of my story,
she didn't say a word
and just quietly listened.

Except for occasionally muttering things like
"I see... so Father..."

"...That's what happened."

"..."

As soon as I finished speaking, her face
turned downward again.

"Aria?"

"..."

"I don't know what you're thinking,
but anyway, now it's all—"

"All what?"

She raised her head again.
With eyes even redder than before.

"All over? Are you trying to say
I shouldn't be upset because it's all in the past?"

"...Yes, it's all in the past—"

"Why?"

She shed tears again.

The single tear that rolled down her cheek
conveyed anger rather than sadness.

"Why... did you accept it?"

"..."

"Father was wrong,
he shouldn't have said such things to his child..."

"...It was the most sensible thing for the family—"

"What about you?"

One step. She moved closer to me.

Somehow her light footsteps
felt as heavy as a thousand pounds.

Two steps. She approached me once more and continued.

"You must have known
what reactions you'd face when you accepted that proposal."

"...I—"

"If you're going to say nonsense like 'I was fine' or 'I could handle it,'
save it. It's suffocating."

"..."

"You've always been like this.
Always strangely unconcerned about yourself."

Three steps. Her footsteps didn't stop.

Each of her words pierced my heart like a sharp blade
as her tear-filled eyes looked at my face.

"I feel incredibly betrayed right now."

"..."

"I can't believe that Father, whom I've always respected,
would say such things to you...
Part of me wants to believe you're lying!!"

"...Aria."

"...But what if it's true?"

"..."

Another tear fell from her eyes,
and the pearl-white droplet slowly,
very slowly, rolled down her jawline.

Four steps. She came right up to me.

"Then what have I been doing to you all this time?"

"...Aria, I'm fi—"

"Don't say you're fine!!"

She grabbed my collar.

Though her height was shorter than mine,
making the scene somewhat comical,

Her expression wasn't funny at all.

"How... can I atone to you?"

"..."

"What should I do?
Please... please... tell me..."

"..."

The hand gripping my collar soon loosened,
and she collapsed to the floor.

Though her tears didn't stop,
no sound came from her.

Perhaps she felt she didn't deserve to cry aloud.
Her sorrow seemed to grow deeper and deeper.

There was nothing I could do.
She needed to compose herself on her own.

Still, I wanted to help her.
So I embraced her head once more.

As if to tell her I was here.
As if to let her know I hadn't left her side.

I hugged her head as tightly as I could.

***

"Have you calmed down?"

"...Yes."

Her crying, once started again, didn't stop easily,
but somehow I managed to comfort her.

An awkward silence hung between us after we separated,
but it didn't last long.

She was the first to stand up.

"Brother..."

"...I'm listening."

"I'm going to see Father."

Her words made me stand up too.
I could guess what she was planning to do.

"Don't."

"I will."

"You know better than anyone that nothing good
will come from confirming this."

"Still, I'm going to."

It seemed pointless to argue further.
Her eyes showed she had already made up her mind completely.

"...Why?"

"To confirm if Father was really that kind of person."

"...It won't be pleasant."

"I know, but... I'm still going to do it."

I reluctantly nodded,
and a faint smile appeared on her face.

It was her unique smile that I used to see often in the past.

"I'll go ahead, Brother."

"...Alright."

And so we parted ways.
No further conversation was necessary.

So, all that remained for me
was to return to the dormitory where Ella was waiting.

***

After returning to the dormitory,
I immediately went to my room and began working.

Now that I could use the relic,
there was no reason to delay my work any longer.

In fact, I judged that it was already quite late
to announce my achievements and make a name for myself as an alchemist.

So I created a human body.

I built the skeleton,
attached muscles,
and finally covered it with skin.

Whenever I encountered parts whose structure I didn't know,
I immediately examined my own body and replicated it exactly,
so there was no reason for the body to have any defects.

Thus, a flesh that looked completely identical to a human
was created, but the problem lay elsewhere.

The soul wouldn't enter the body,
and I couldn't create a brain for the body.

The brain's structure was too complex
to replicate from memory alone,

And for some reason, the soul would only stay in the body temporarily,
unable to directly control it.

Faced with this unexpected obstacle,
I had no choice but to rack my brains,

And before long,
the answer was found in the most unexpected place.

Ch.65 - Misunderstanding (1)
In the end that night, unable to find a solution until the very end, I simply attended the Academy.

No matter how much I racked my brain and considered every possibility, I was just wasting time.

But today, the atmosphere at the Academy seemed strange.

It was never particularly quiet, but it had never been this noisy either.

Especially in the morning when everyone should be drained of energy.

Yet the students' mouths wouldn't stop moving.
No, they seemed to be moving even faster.

"Did you hear? The Church..."

"There's a rumor about a special task force sent by the Empire..."

"They're upset about the priests monopolizing..."

Most of the stories passing through the students' lips were about the attack on the Church.

Fortunately, I didn't hear anything about me, which reassured me that the Church was keeping my secret well.

The Saintess hadn't come, so it seemed they were still holding funeral services at the Church.

I wasn't particularly concerned about the Church matters.
Rather, something else caught my attention.

"Oh, by the way... I heard the Elf Princess is coming to the Academy?"

"That arrogant race?"

"They say it's to strengthen relations with the Empire..."

Elves.

A non-human race living in the Great Forest, known for their arrogance, pointed ears, and extraordinary beauty regardless of gender.

Since they live in forests from birth, they have an incredible attachment to nature.

Their reverence for what they call the Divine Tree shows their love for nature.

Due to their racial characteristics, they have excellent eyesight, making them exceptional archers, and their magical abilities are also outstanding.

Their spirit magic in particular is still a subject of study for all magicians.

For magicians who consume mana for every spell, spirits that automatically cast magic once summoned are certainly worth studying.

Moreover, spirits don't pay attention to—or even show themselves to—any creature that doesn't have a high affinity with nature.

That's why elves, who can live with spirits, see them, and even converse with them, are considered remarkable.

Even setting all that aside, seeing an elf is a rare occurrence.

They're excessively nature-oriented and reject civilized items as if they've erected a monument against them.

Naturally, it was extremely rare for them to venture outside the forest, but this time was different.

Elves weren't fools. They realized that if they continued to reject civilization, they would never progress.

Finally, they decided to establish relations with the Empire.

In exchange for providing their knowledge and magic, they would receive knowledge of civilization.

So now, very occasionally, one could see elves on the streets, but it was still far from common.

They were still divided into factions for and against accepting civilization, showing how much they still rejected it.

Therefore, opportunities to see an elf of high status like a princess were even rarer.

That's why the Academy was now suddenly filled with talk about elves.

"I heard about it too... but is that today?"

"Yes, if we could get her into our group..."

Some were trying to include the Elf Princess in their group to create connections and gain benefits.

"Elves... I wonder if their beauty is suitable for my concubine?"

"If I could find a male elf who would listen to me..."

Some were indulging in impossible fantasies about their outstanding beauty.

"If there's a way to acquire an elf bow..."

"If I could learn their spirit magic..."

And some scholarly types were desperate to learn their unique strengths.

Of course, I didn't belong to any of these groups.

I had no desire to get entangled with someone of high status like an Elf Princess and get caught up in more troublesome affairs.

Besides, I didn't have time to worry about such things right now.

Finally, the door opened, and Professor Bruce, who had recently been appointed as our instructor, entered.

Along with a fresh presence behind him.

Many students' eyes focused there, but the one receiving those gazes accepted them as if accustomed to attention.

Beautifully shining jade-colored hair and porcelain-white skin, with pointed ears indicating her non-human nature.

Long eyelashes beneath cold eyes.

Her green eyes, matching her hair color, shone brilliantly like an irreplaceable orb.

An extraordinary aura emanated from the bow strapped to her back.

The Academy uniform she wore was identical to ours, yet it seemed to shine dazzlingly on her.

While many male students had their gazes stolen by her and female students sent jealous looks,

Professor Bruce covered his mouth with his large hand and yawned, tapping the desk with his other hand.

The desk resonated under his thick fingers, and for a brief moment, attention turned to him.

"Quiet, everyone be quiet for now."

"..."

As his deep, low voice echoed through the classroom, no student dared to speak carelessly.

That was because Professor Bruce was a powerful individual who had survived a high-level Gate.

Some criticized him as a coward who survived alone, but anyone with sense knew how difficult it was to survive a high-level Gate.

Why he became a professor remained unknown, though most speculated it involved contact with the chairman.

In other words, he was a powerful figure who deserved respect wherever he went, if not quite at the chairman's level.

When such a man asked for silence, no fool would disobey.

Only when the classroom atmosphere settled did the being who had been quiet until now speak.

"Greetings, Silvia Restonil, that is my name."

It was truly an arrogant and brief introduction.

The introduction was so short that Bruce even asked if she had anything more to say, but she shook her head.

"Well, as rumors have spread anyway, I'll say it—from today, the Princess of the Elves will be joining this class."

"Gasp!"

"She... she really is a princess."

Ignoring the surprised students, Bruce told her to sit wherever she wanted, and Silvia nodded.

As soon as the brief introduction ended, a crowd of people rushed toward her.

"Excuse me, do you do anything special for your skin..."

"Such beautiful features..."

Some approached, simply captivated by her beautiful appearance.

"Lady Silvia? Would you consider joining our group..."

"Lady Silvia, perhaps you could visit our family sometime..."

"Would you join us for tea..."

Most were trying to draw her into their groups to gain some advantage.

Of course, I also shifted my gaze to her.

Not because I was interested in her, but because of the things floating around her.

*What are those?*

[Tee-hee!]

[Teehee-hee—]

Around her floated a small, cute blue girl and a boy with mixed green and earth colors.

It was certainly a mysterious sight, but what was even stranger was that not a single person around her showed any interest in the two.

Despite it being something that should catch their attention.

As I continued to stare at the two floating in the air, I felt someone's gaze on me.

Looking in that direction, I found two green eyes staring at me.

Wide-open eyes at that.

"..."

*What's going on?*

For some reason, the elf was staring intently at me, despite being surrounded by that huge crowd.

Deliberately ignoring her gaze, I stood up and left my seat.

Even until I exited through the back door, her gaze remained fixed on me.

That burdensome gaze didn't leave me throughout the entire class.

When all classes finally ended, her gaze finally lifted, and I thought I could finally rest.

"Professor, I'm not sure where my assigned dormitory is located."

Until she said those words.

"Is that so? Someone should guide you..."

"I'd like to choose who guides me."

"Oh? Do you have someone in mind?"

Bruce probably said it half-jokingly, but Silvia nodded seriously.

Some students whistled, while other male students suddenly gained confidence and began repeatedly fixing their hair.

Female students were also full of curiosity.

Even the female students who had been jealous of her were tilting their ears in interest.

With everyone's attention focused, she began to move one step at a time.

With each step she took, expectations and disappointment mingled in the air around her.

Male students who thought they would be chosen stopped fixing their hair.

Students who hadn't held hope still harbored some as she approached.

Her footsteps continued without stopping, until finally...

She stopped in front of me.

"Please guide me."

*...Fuck.*

***

Of course, there was strong opposition.
Almost all the male students rose up in protest.

"That guy is the Academy's notorious troublemaker!!"

"I... I was almost harassed by that man...!"

"Lady Silvia, please allow me the honor of escorting you instead of that guy..."

Many male students objected to her choice, and a female student I'd never seen before appeared claiming I had sexually harassed her.

It was a good excuse for me, who had been about to refuse her request, but she remained firm.

"I want this man to guide me."

"Ugh, damn it!!"

"It's always about looks..."

And that's how I ended up walking alone with Princess Silvia down the corridor of the female dormitory.

I could feel the piercing gazes of the female students around us, but what could I do? I didn't want to stay here any longer than necessary either.

Planning to just guide her quickly and return to my dormitory, I walked faster, but someone grabbed my wrist from behind.

"Wait, I have something to ask."

"...?"

"Are you..."

She hesitated quite a bit before speaking, checking that no one was around before finally opening her mouth.

"Are you, by any chance, a half-elf?"

"...?"

Ch.66 - Misunderstanding (2)
My brain can't keep up with this sudden situation.

She's calling me a half-elf?

Even though I'm ignorant about other races, I know perfectly well what a half-elf means.

What I'm curious about is, why is she asking me this question?

When I make a face full of confusion, Silvia's eyebrows sink even lower.

***

Half Elf

The product of love between an elf and a human, and a life destined for unhappiness.

Elves naturally have few desires.

For those who have lived their entire lives in nature, having overflowing desires would be the stranger thing.

However, occasionally, elves who seek love are sometimes found.

Even elves can't be without reproductive desires. They are living beings after all. It's necessary for the preservation of their species.

Most elves marry their own kind, but there are certainly some who don't.

Love doesn't always follow what the head dictates.

So when an elf marries someone from another race and builds a family with them, having a child...

That child is called a half-elf.

Those who don't know better call them beautiful crystallizations of love that transcend race.

But the child born between them is not welcomed anywhere.

To elves, they are evidence of those who abandoned racial pride, so they dislike and are hostile toward them.

Other races discriminate somewhat less, but even that is only relatively less.

There are too many people in the world who consider those different from themselves to be wrong.

Even the most good-natured elf can't help but have preconceptions.

That's why half-elves are sometimes called "unwelcomed children."

Also, sometimes, half-elves resent their ears.

Resembling elves with their excellent affinity for nature and protruding pointed ears.

They hold hope that if only these ears would disappear, they could escape being elves and belong to another group. After all, their nature affinity can be hidden somehow.

So, they cut them.
They cut, grind, and shave them down.

Creating blunt ears.
Just like humans.

There are surprisingly many half-elves living this way, blending into human society.

Recalling this fact in her mind, Silvia looks again at the man before her.

Blunt ears.
Unmistakably human ears.

But how had he seen it?

He clearly wasn't looking at her.
He had seen the spirits floating around her.

The moment she noticed his gaze following the faces of the giggling spirits,

Her pupils must have dilated unusually.

Humans these days neglect nature.
They cut down forests, dig up the earth, and block the flow of rivers.

They don't know that everything they wear, eat, and sleep on comes from nature's grace.

So they absolutely couldn't have enough nature affinity to see spirits.

But he saw them.
Quite clearly.

Silvia thought.

Is it just coincidence that there's a human who can see spirits at the place the Queen sent her to?

Or is a half-elf hiding their identity and living among humans?

Known among elves for her cold and efficient personality, Silvia naturally judged the latter possibility to be higher.

So she asked.
Waiting for a moment when they were alone.

Because she might be able to save someone.

And at his response, Silvia could see her own red ears for the first time.

***

"...So you're saying you know I'm a half-elf?"

"Yes."

"...?"

"Elves these days aren't as discriminatory as you think. It would be difficult, but how about coming back?"

It took quite some time to clear up the misunderstanding with her.

I didn't even know what I had seen were spirits, and I don't know why I could see them.

This was the first time I'd ever seen an elf.

After telling her my parents' names and family relationships, she finally seemed to believe me.

As soon as she realized the truth, she quickly bowed her head to me.

"I-I'm sorry! For the misunderstanding..."

"...It's fine. Please stand up."

"..."

When she raised her head, her face was still expressionless, but she couldn't hide the redness at the tips of her ears.

But even after raising her head, she seemed to be hesitating, as if there was something else she wanted to say.

"...Is there something else you want to say?"

"Ah...no, I just thought you were quite well-mannered compared to what I'd heard."

"...?"

"Your appearance is so different from the rumors..."

"That's enough, we've arrived."

I cut off her words midway, anticipating what she was about to say.

While we were talking, we arrived at her dormitory, and I turned around.

I heard her saying something behind me, but I deliberately ignored it.

Hoping we would never cross paths again.

***

"Young master, you're back?!"

"Yes."

"Have you eaten?"

"No, please prepare something."

"Yes!"

Leaving the brightly smiling Ella behind, I shut myself in my room.

It's for my research on human creation, which isn't making any progress no matter what I try.

I simply can't contain a soul in a body.

The most souls I can handle at once is about two. Even putting all those souls into one body yields the same result.

Wondering if gender was the issue, I tried changing it.
Thinking build might be the problem, I varied height and weight.
Suspecting mana might be the issue, I regularly supplied mana to the body.
Considering the material might be the problem, I even tried attaching pieces of my own body.

But none of these attempts yielded results, and finally, I decided to change direction.

Instead of putting a soul into a body, I would try putting an object that could contain a soul into a body.

Inserting an object containing a soul and then manipulating the soul inside—

This seemed a much easier method than blindly putting a soul into a manufactured body.

But I soon hit another wall: where would I find an object that could contain a soul?

I only knew of one thing.
Divine Iron, Orichalcon.

The legendary ore said to be able to contain anything.

A dwarf blacksmith once said:

"It's fair to say that the ultimate goal of all blacksmiths is to create weapons and armor from Orichalcon!"

Dwarves are undoubtedly the foremost race when it comes to handling all minerals.

A race with such craftsmanship that they can turn even a roadside pebble into a work of art.

Orichalcon is extremely difficult to refine and even harder to obtain, to the extent that even a dwarf blacksmith would say such things.

Certainly, if I had Orichalcon, containing a soul wouldn't be difficult.

But I simply had no way to obtain it.

So I had to find another method, and a brilliant idea came to me.

"...spirits?"

Silvia said those things floating in the air were spirits.

In other words, spirits are ethereal beings.
Ethereal beings with their own will and special powers.

And I've heard that to summon a spirit, you always need a "medium."

If that's the case, a medium must be something that contains a spirit and releases it when summoned.

Then, would it be possible to find a medium with a spirit, drive out that spirit, and put another ethereal being in its place?

Theoretically, it was entirely possible.
But the method to obtain one...

"...actually exists."

Because there's a spirit mage nearby.

***

The next morning,

As soon as I enter the classroom, I see a crowd of people and the jade-colored light shining serenely at their center.

Silvia, the person who currently has the most contact with spirits in the Academy.

Just as I was looking for an opportunity to approach her, someone else grabs my wrist.

"...It's been a while, Brother."

"It has indeed, Saintess."

It was the Saintess, Hildegard.

"I have something to discuss with you. Would it be alright if we moved somewhere else?"

"...Let's do that."

Responding to her sudden request to move, I left the classroom with her.

"I'm sorry, this is the only quiet place to talk."

"It's fine."

The place we arrived at was none other than the Academy's infirmary.

I thought there might be better places for a secret conversation, but that was just an unfounded concern.

"The professor in charge here is a follower of our faith, so there's no worry about our conversation leaking out."

"...I see."

"I'll get straight to the point, Brother."

"Yes."

"You know the identity of the people who attacked our church, don't you?"

Her tone wasn't just confident—it was certain.

Her eyes seemed to say that all that remained was for me to answer.

"Why do you think that?"

"The Pope told me. He said you and the person who seemed to be their leader appeared to know each other."

"..."

"Please, tell me."

The Saintess bowed at a 90-degree angle as she spoke.

Her tone was dripping with desperation.

"I can't let the deaths of our believers be in vain... The Pope has also given permission to punish them."

"..."

"If it's difficult to tell me directly, even just a clue would be fine. So please...!"

She remains bowed, showing no signs of straightening up.

One way or another, the Lunar Church was a place I had decided to eliminate someday. If the church offered support, there was no reason to refuse it.

The Saintess and the Pope were also considerable forces, and numerous believers would follow them.

"...Very well, then—"

"Is this the infirmary?"

Just then, the infirmary door opens and someone enters.

With her jade-colored hair fluttering, it's her. Silvia Restonil.

"..."

"...Huh?"

And at the worst possible timing—when the Saintess is bowing to me.

Ch.67 - Bombshell Statement
Silvia was currently in an unprecedented state of confusion.

Yesterday and today, the crowds of people surrounding her. The looks in the eyes of those approaching her with clear intentions. Sometimes eyes filled with lust, or overflowing with greed and jealousy.

Having been skilled at reading others' emotions since childhood, Silvia was accustomed to these feelings. As the Princess of the Elves, there had always been those who sought to use her. But being accustomed to something didn't make it okay.

Though she was older than her Academy classmates by human standards, by elven standards—where they lived for hundreds of years—she was still just a young elf.

"Miss Silvia, after class, would you like to join us..."

"I have some questions about elves, if we could just..."

"The magic that only elves know..."

*If only I had at least an attendant...*

She couldn't possibly handle all these obviously targeted questions by herself. Moreover, she couldn't treat them carelessly.

She was, after all, sent here to foster harmony between the Empire and the elves. Every word and action she took could affect relations with the Empire.

"I'm sorry, I have a bit of a headache..."

"Oh, should we take you to the infirmary?!"

"No, I can't trouble you for that. I'll go by myself."

Rather than refusing or rejecting them, Silvia chose to remove herself from the situation.

"Wow, elves are as kind-hearted as they are beautiful..."

"She seems to have such strong principles, so cool..."

*That's not it at all.*

Though her sensitive elven hearing caught the murmurs behind her, she deliberately ignored them and headed toward the infirmary. What she needed now wasn't to clear up misunderstandings, but rest.

She wanted to excuse herself and rest her body, even if just for a little while.

When she finally reached the infirmary and opened the door, what she saw was—

"...Huh?"

"..."

The pure white woman she knew well was bowing to the black-haired man she had met yesterday.

***

I needed to clear up the misunderstanding with the elf who was still awkwardly standing at the door.

"...Would you mind closing the door first?"

"R-right."

Silvia closed the door and came inside, cautiously observing the two of us.

It took some time to clear up the misunderstanding with her. I explained about the attack on the chapel, the situation with the Saintess, and asked her to keep what happened a secret.

"...If that's the case, I understand."

"Thank you."

Surprisingly, she didn't seem to care much about this matter. She just calmly lay down on the bed.

She must be the only person in the Academy who would react so indifferently upon seeing the Saintess.

Then the Saintess, who had been quiet until now, spoke up as she looked at the reclining elf.

"Um... Lady Silvia?"

"You can just call me Silvia. You are, after all, this country's Saintess."

"Ah, Silvia, why did you come to the infirmary?"

When the Saintess muttered that she didn't look unwell, Silvia's shoulders twitched. As if something had struck a nerve.

"...I came because I'm not feeling well."

"W-where are you feeling unwell? Let me take a look—"

"N-no! That won't be necessary!"

Though Silvia's face remained expressionless despite her startled reaction to the Saintess's genuine concern, she couldn't hide the way her ears flushed.

I could guess why she was acting this way. From what little I had observed, she didn't seem to enjoy extensive conversation.

It was obvious she had come here seeking a brief respite from the constantly swarming crowds.

To preserve her dignity, I grabbed the Saintess's shoulder as she tried to examine Silvia's condition and gently pulled her away.

"Saintess, you look tired. I think we should be going now."

"But I haven't given you a definite answer yet..."

"I'll consider it positively."

At my last words, her expression immediately brightened. She bowed in gratitude and scurried out.

And so now, only Silvia and I remained in the infirmary—the perfect situation for me to make my request, as the crowds that usually surrounded her were absent, making it easy to approach her.

She seemed a bit surprised that I didn't leave and instead approached her.

"Um? Do you have something to say?"

"Lady Silvia."

"Ah, if it's about yesterday, I'm sorry for misunderstanding—"

"No, that's not it."

I quickly cut off her words as she seemed to be making another strange misunderstanding.

"Lady Silvia, I have a request."

"...A request?"

For some reason, her face hardened. So much that she was almost unrecognizable from her usual expressionless self.

Her eyebrows, which normally ran horizontal, now angled diagonally. Her cold eyes and pupils radiated indifference.

Moreover, the temperature in the room seemed to drop slightly.

"...Speak. I'll at least listen."

"...I'd like to obtain a spirit stone. Could you possibly help me get one?"

"...A spirit stone?"

"Yes."

"...Is that all?"

"Yes, that's all."

"I see..."

As soon as I stated my request, the air in the room, which had grown cold, warmed up as if by magic.

Additionally, her cold gaze softened slightly, and her eyebrows returned to their original position.

Her lips even curved into a slight smile, and her spirits, which had appeared from somewhere, were once again just smiling.

When my gaze inadvertently fixed on the spirits, she cleared her throat to redirect my attention.

"Ahem, I cannot provide a spirit stone right now."

"...Why not?"

This was shocking news to me. I needed to experiment with it as soon as possible for my research.

My feelings must have shown on my face, as her expression became a bit more serious.

"I don't know what you intend to do with a spirit stone, but a spirit stone is essentially a spirit."

"..."

"Spirits are family to us in the Great Forest, so we cannot give them to unverified people."

"Then is there another way to obtain a spirit stone...?"

"Probably not, unless the spirits themselves come forward and ask to form a contract with you."

"..."

"Of course, for a human like you, having that level of nature affinity is... impossible."

Looking at her resolute expression, I could tell she wasn't lying.

"...How can I be verified?"

"Before that, may I ask you one thing?"

"...Go ahead."

"Why do you need a spirit stone so badly?"

"..."

"You're quite an unusual human."

Unlike the rumors, I wasn't dissolute, nor did I seem deeply immersed in luxury and pleasure.

I didn't pick fights with others or harass women, nor did I show any violent tendencies.

Even with someone of the status of the Princess of the Elves before me, I made no moves to gain any advantage.

I didn't flatter her with compliments about her beauty, nor did I look at her with lustful eyes.

Silvia was curious about me because my reactions were unlike any humans she had encountered before.

If I were a half-elf who harbored negative feelings toward elves, all of this would make sense, but I had denied being a half-elf.

I had stated that I was definitely human.

Though Silvia was still a young elf, she knew all too well about human desires. She also knew all too well how humans acted according to those desires.

That's why she was even more curious about my purpose.

Why did I need a spirit stone so badly? If I truly needed it, why didn't I show even a hint of flattery?

So she asked for the reason, but...

I didn't answer. It seemed less that I couldn't answer and more that I didn't want to.

That made her even more curious. What reason could I have that I couldn't freely tell others?

"Do you really want the spirit stone that badly?"

"...Yes."

"It's not easy to gain recognition from elves and spirits. Are you prepared for that?"

"Yes."

My eyes burned with determination as I answered without a moment's hesitation.

There was no lust or greed for future benefits in my gaze.

While it's true that elves are arrogant and tend to look down on and reject other races, that's just a characteristic of the race as a whole. There are certainly individual elves who aren't like that.

And Silvia was closer to the latter type of elf.

*Given that he's a human with exceptional nature affinity... perhaps I should ask Mother about this?*

"For now... alright. Would it be okay if we discuss the details tomorrow?"

"...Thank you, Lady Silvia."

As soon as our conversation ended, Jenison opened the infirmary door and left.

Left alone, she didn't even get to rest properly before returning to be surrounded by crowds once again.

***

That was the end of our conversation.

I was prepared to undergo any verification if necessary, but I couldn't even begin to guess what that might entail.

I tried to speak with her again separately, but talking to her while she was surrounded by crowds seemed more difficult than catching a star from the sky.

So I had no choice but to spend the day in vain. That was certainly the case, but...

"Come with me to the Great Forest, Jenison."

That was the second bombshell.

Ch.68 - Jealousy
"What are you saying... Princess of the Elves?"

"Exactly what it sounds like. This time, we'd like to choose the human who comes from your empire to the Great Forest."

The elves would send someone to inspect the empire, and the empire would dispatch someone to inspect the Great Forest.

It was a policy created long ago to strengthen the friendship between the Great Forest and the empire.

However, the power holders of both sides in the past wouldn't have left such a policy untouched.

The elves deliberately picked fights with humans and flaunted their arrogant nature wherever they went.

The humans went even further, attempting to kidnap elves and make them slaves.

So, a new condition was recently added to this policy.

If representatives from either side were caught causing problems, their nation would be responsible for compensation and agreements.

In other words, if the dispatched representative caused trouble, it could lead to major revisions in trade conditions or, at minimum, the country would have to pay full compensation for damages.

Knowing this condition existed, Silvia's bold statement caused all the imperial attendees at the meeting to rise in protest.

"Be reasonable, Princess Silvia!"

"...Should we consider this the official position of the Great Forest?"

"How are we supposed to know if this person has been approached by the elves..."

She had anticipated strong resistance from the imperials. It was essentially an unreasonable demand.

What if the human representative of the empire made even a small mistake in the Great Forest?

The empire's position would inevitably become difficult, making the representative's role extremely important.

"We have no way of knowing if this human has been bribed by the elves..."

"How dare you, human!!"

The skinny elf man standing behind Silvia shouted angrily, but the humans' suspicions remained.

Even Silvia, who had raised this issue, understood why they were suspicious.

So she played her trump card. A move they couldn't help but accept.

From Silvia's embrace, a deep blue crystal orb emerged.

While everyone's attention was captured by the crystal orb, deeper and bluer than seawater,

A voice emanated from the sea-like crystal.

[...Can you hear me?]

"...!"

Everyone present—people with fairly high positions in the empire—were instantly dumbfounded.

Not literally, but they were momentarily stunned.

By a single voice coming from what appeared to be merely a communication artifact.

Someone who was close enough to Princess Silvia of the elves to communicate with her personally,

And someone whose voice alone could completely captivate the empire's officials.

Someone cautiously spoke up, seemingly guessing the identity of the voice.

"C-could you be the Queen of the Elves?"

[...I don't particularly like being called that... but that's what others call me.]

Her easy confirmation of the question surprised everyone once again.

This was understandable, as the Queen of the Elves had never even allowed her voice to be heard at any gathering.

"H-huh...!"

"T-the real Queen of the Elves?!"

"P-Princess, what is this about?!"

"W-why would the Queen grace such a humble...!"

The confusion wasn't limited to the imperials. The elves were equally surprised.

They too hadn't heard that the Queen would be participating in the meeting, so they couldn't help but be shocked.

While everyone seemed to be in panic, Silvia tapped the table a couple of times,

And as if by magic, the atmosphere in the room settled down.

[Thank you, daughter... now I can speak.]

"Not at all, Mother."

After finishing her conversation with Silvia, the Queen cleared her throat and her voice resonated again.

[...I would like the child Silvia mentioned to come as the representative.]

"B-but that's a different matter...!"

[What's the problem?]

In response to the Queen's genuinely puzzled tone, an elderly man continued with exasperation.

"I don't know who this human is... but we can't just blindly make them our representative...!"

[....]

"You know very well that the representative's behavior and dignity directly reflect the empire's image...?"

[...That's true.]

"If we bring someone of unknown background as the empire's representative to the Great Forest, it would damage the empire's image."

It was certainly a valid point. But despite this, the Queen's voice remained unwavering.

She had anticipated this reaction.

[...Then could you do this instead?]

"...Please speak."

[Include that child in the imperial representative's entourage.]

"Ah... that..."

In reality, this was a common negotiation strategy.

First, demand something unreasonable as compensation, and when the other party refuses, pretend to be generous and ask for what you really wanted all along.

It was a strategy that would normally fail if the other party simply refused outright, but with the Elf Queen personally intervening, that wasn't possible.

The previously unimaginable Queen of the Elves had suddenly appeared and was making a request.

The value of the Queen's request was beyond the judgment of just those gathered here.

"...That seems reasonable enough, doesn't it?"

"As long as they're not completely without background..."

"I think we just need to make sure they understand their place..."

In fact, the imperials present were already leaning toward one side.

Thinking: This seems within an acceptable range, doesn't it?

Eventually, this condition was accepted after the empire secured some advantages in future dealings with the elves.

All that remained in that place were elves who stormed out as soon as the crystal orb communication ended,

And imperials whose jaws would drop when they later learned the identity of the human the elves had mentioned.

***

"...That's how it happened."

"..."

I grabbed my throbbing head, feeling like I'd just heard a casual report about a neighborhood picnic when in fact something enormous had occurred.

The situation had grown far beyond what I could have imagined, making my head spin.

Either oblivious to or ignoring my distress, Silvia maintained her icy demeanor and handed me something.

"This is a communication stone. When all your preparations are complete, use this to contact me."

"...Will you be coming along too, Princess?"

"Are you asking the obvious?"

"...But you haven't been at the Academy for very long."

Silvia tilted her head quizzically at my question and countered.

"True, I'm also here on assignment, but I can't just abandon the empire's representative, can I?"

"Surely there would be a guide in the Great Forest—"

"Our race still has some individuals with inherent xenophobia."

"..."

"Think of it as a gesture."

"What kind...?"

"The Princess of the Great Forest personally welcoming the imperials, treating them as guests of the Great Forest."

"..."

"Well, something like that could be inferred. Besides, there are other elves dispatched here besides me."

"I understand... I'll contact you when word comes that preparations are complete."

When I thought about it, this was nothing but good news for me. I could see a path to obtaining a spirit stone.

Even if things had gotten much bigger than expected.

As Jenison turned away, trying to rationalize the situation to himself, he felt a gaze fixed on him.

It was Silvia, who had been watching him continuously.

She was curious about what made this human special enough to attract the attention of the "Divine Tree."

Moreover, since the Queen had exposed herself to the public at the "Divine Tree's" request, she could only hope now.

Hope that this human was worth it. And that he could pass the "test."

***

A space composed entirely of black. In the center, a round table with seven chairs.

Light enters from somewhere, then disappears as if it had never been there.

And one of the empty chairs becomes occupied.

Light enters again, and this process continues until only one empty chair remains.

After a long silence, finally, the largest shadow, "Gluttony," speaks.

"...Greed is dead."

"Huh? Did I hear that wrong?"

"...That's a lie."

"Is it really true?!"

In response to the large shadow's deep, short voice, a voice dripping with sensuality, a voice oozing with laziness, and a voice that sounded frivolous just by hearing it, all burst forth.

"It's certain. I don't know how he died, but I can't sense his life force."

"Wow~ That guy was really hard to kill."

"...Indeed, it's difficult to imagine him dying."

After the frivolous voice, a somewhat discordant voice was heard, and "Gluttony," the owner of the first voice, tapped the table three times to get everyone's attention.

"That's not what's important. What matters is that we're one short, so we need to replenish our energy."

"Hmm, that's true. Should I extract some vital energy?"

"What are you trying to offer to our Mother, you vulgar woman?"

"...What?!"

The sultry voice of "Lust" and the discordant atmosphere of "Pride" instantly turned hostile, and a voice intervened as if to stop the fight.

"Ah, I have a good idea!"

"...Let's hear it."

"How about a branch of the World Tree?! I heard it has tons of energy!"

"...A branch of the World Tree... Yggdrasil..."

"...Um."

Amid the contemplative atmosphere, "Sloth's" voice seemed to raise an objection.

"...That's with the elves."

"I know that."

"...One of us would have to go."

"...Indeed, with the interference of the 'Guardian' and the 'Priestess,' it would be difficult... at least one of us should go."

"Ah, then I'll go!"

The other shadows looked at him with surprise, as he usually didn't volunteer.

"You? Is there something fun about it?"

"...Promise you'll take this seriously."

"I'm always serious, you know!"

Since he had always been the most stubborn one, the other shadows decided to entrust this to him.

If he approached it seriously, he wasn't much inferior to the others.

"Yay! I've always wanted to visit the Great Forest!"

Craving admiration, love, and affection, and full of curiosity, his name was none other than "Envy."

One of the shadows set out toward the Great Forest.

Ch.69 - Forest Inspection Team
And so, I realized that my trip to the Great Forest had been decided regardless of my wishes.

As I was packing my things to go to the Great Forest, a new visitor came to see me.

There was a knock at my dormitory room door.

At first, I tried to ignore it, but the persistent knocking continued.

Tired of the sound, I opened the door to find an unfamiliar woman standing there.

She was wearing a maid uniform similar to Ella's, with long black hair flowing down.

And behind her stood a man who was clearly from a wealthy family just by looking at him.

A handsome man with a friendly expression and green hair approached me, while the maid who had been knocking now stood aside with her hands folded politely.

"Are you Jenison, the one who supposedly captured the heart of the... Elf Princess?"

"No, I'm not."

Seeing me blurt out such an abrupt response, I tried to close the door, but—

"Please, wait."

The maid had already placed her hand inside the doorway to stop me.

I tried to apply more force to close it, but—

"If I've offended you, I apologize. I'm sorry."

"...It's fine."

With him apologizing so directly to my face, I couldn't just ignore him and go back inside.

He gave an awkward smile while repeatedly stroking his chin.

"Well, there's no need to drag out introductions. I am Robert, the representative for this Great Forest inspection."

"..."

"For your information, I'm not from the Four Great Houses... but I am the eldest son of Duke Blen."

"...I see."

"I look forward to working with you."

As he said this, he smoothly extended his hand, and despite my reluctance, I had no choice but to shake it.

Even if he wasn't from the Four Great Houses, I couldn't casually disrespect someone from a ducal family.

"...I'm Jenison."

"Haha, but you said you weren't earlier?"

"..."

"It's fine. I'm only here for a courtesy greeting."

"A greeting...?"

He said this with a smile, then squeezed my hand.

Just enough to make someone weak wince slightly.

"Yes, a greeting."

"..."

"I don't know why an Elf Queen would recommend someone like you..."

"..."

"But we're in a position where we don't want to cause any problems in the Great Forest."

"...I... see."

"And from our perspective, you're quite an unexpected variable."

"..."

"As you know, your past actions have been rather... colorful..."

As he said this, Robert squeezed my hand again, even harder.

This time it was definitely enough to make anyone cry out in pain and pull their hand away.

Despite the smile on his face, his grip was viciously strong, but I didn't let out even a single scream, which seemed to displease him as he continued to try.

The strength of his grip increased, and I could feel him drawing on his mana as well.

However, no matter how hard kids this age tried, they couldn't make me scream.

After holding my hand for some time, he finally seemed to realize something and withdrew his hand, shaking it a few times.

"A-hem, I think you understand what I'm saying by now."

"...In short, you're saying that while you're forced to include me, I should keep my head down and not cause trouble."

"Well, I wouldn't put it quite like that... but that's the gist of it."

"I'll keep that in mind..."

"...You're quicker to understand than the rumors suggested. Thank you for listening."

With a surprised expression, he turned around as if the message had been delivered, then spoke again.

"Ah, when all the inspection preparations are complete, I'll send her to inform you."

"...?"

"The woman standing in front of you. Her name is Arnora."

"I look forward to working with you."

The person he pointed to was the still expressionless maid standing beside him.

They walked leisurely down the corridor, and I, left alone, slammed my dormitory door shut.

From the beginning, I had planned to stay in my room throughout the inspection as long as I could get the spirit stone.

Thinking there would be no need for me to take action this time, I spent my time leisurely, and it wasn't long before the maid I had met earlier knocked on my door again.

***

"Please act with the welfare of the Empire and the Great Forest in mind. I trust you, Robert Blen."

"Of course, I won't tarnish my family's honor."

Only after the rather grand welcoming ceremony ended could we finally depart for the Great Forest.

Countless flower petals fell around Robert.
A luxurious carriage that seemed excessive for a mere inspection.
Silver knights spread out as if escorting the carriage.

I wondered if there was any point in investing so much in what was just an inspection, but I kept the thought to myself.

There was no need to bring it up.

Besides, I had many other concerns, such as...

"Young master, are you feeling unwell?"

"...No, I'm fine."

Like Ella, who was standing before me with her hands neatly folded.

I couldn't shake her off when she grabbed my hand, insisting on following me because she was tired of waiting for me all this time.

I didn't think anything would happen in the Great Forest, and no one would complain about bringing one maid.

So I allowed it, but now I wondered if it was the right choice.

Something really could happen, after all.

But as if my worries were unfounded, the carriage heading to the Great Forest traveled comfortably without stopping.

Ella got motion sickness along the way, but other than that, absolutely nothing happened.

After traveling for some time, we finally arrived near the border of the Great Forest.

From there, we had to get out because the carriage couldn't proceed further.

The reason was that the carriage wheels would trample the grass and branches.

I heard someone complaining about it, but there was nothing we could do.

We were guests, and they were the masters of the Great Forest.

So we got out and walked for quite a while until elves appeared before us with a rustle.

Among the elves was the one who had left an unforgettable impression on me not long ago.

"The blessings of the Great Forest upon you all. I am Silvia Restonil, your guide and, as you know, Princess of the Elves."

"Haha, hello there! I am Robert, representative of the Empire."

The person approaching her, who still had an expressionless and cold demeanor, was none other than Robert.

With a broad, friendly smile, Robert extended his hand for a handshake, but she didn't accept his greeting.

She just kept looking around.

"Haha, this is awkward—"

"Where is he?"

"...Pardon?"

It must have been an unforgettable first impression for Robert.

***

The eldest son of Duke Blen, Robert, was currently in a very bad mood.

When he was first selected as the Empire's representative, he had been extremely pleased.

Even if it was a position he got only because none of the Four Great Houses stepped forward, so what?

He was representing the Empire.

He could tolerate the unwelcome addition to his party because the man was nothing but a worm without family or status.

In fact, he secretly despised him.

Although he, a duke's son, had to get out of the carriage and walk through a forest full of insects, he could endure it.

Sweet honor would welcome him when he returned to the Empire.

Just as he was starting to get bored with walking, elves of breathtaking beauty greeted him.

Watching the elves with their gorgeous long flowing hair, he found himself swallowing his saliva.

And among them, one woman particularly stood out—the princess who had recently visited the Academy.

When he first heard rumors about her appearance, he thought they must be exaggerated, but her beauty exceeded even those rumors, arousing desire just by looking at her.

Her modest chest evoked possessiveness, and her cold demeanor provoked a desire to conquer.

Her sophisticated figure stimulated artistic passion, and her delicate hands added to her beauty.

However, as if she had detected the fantasies playing out in his head despite his efforts to make a good first impression, she responded with a sharp attitude.

She ignored his handshake as if she had no interest in it, exuding a lofty aura.

Not only that, but she interrupted his words, seemingly looking for someone.

Finding her attitude excessively rude, the knights behind him tensed up, and he too was displeased.

He had never experienced such humiliation before.

But he couldn't show it. After all, he was "merely" from a ducal family at best.

His counterpart was equivalent to royalty in the Empire, and a ducal family had no power before royalty.

Well aware of this fact, Robert continued speaking smoothly without showing his feelings.

Besides, he rather liked her haughty demeanor.

"Haha... you're quite direct. Don't worry, the one you requested is doing very well..."

Once more, he approached her with a gentle, pleasant tone, taking care not to make her uncomfortable, but—

"I asked where he is."

"..."

Unfortunately, Silvia was no ordinary person.

Still coldly ignoring him and searching for someone.

Robert's expression soured again at her behavior, but once more he forced himself to suppress his anger.

He reminded himself that he was here as the Empire's representative.

He tried to approach her again with a smile, not giving up, but she suddenly walked straight in one direction as if she had finally found what she was looking for.

"I'm glad you arrived safely, Jenison."

"...Lady Silvia?"

When he came to his senses, he could taste bitter blood on his lips.

Though he didn't notice the rising sense of inferiority.

Ch.70 - Still Early
Silvia suddenly approached me, and before I could react, Robert came toward me.

"Lady Silvia, could we get a tour of the village first? We're quite exhausted."

"That certainly makes sense."

Robert seemed pleased that she agreed with him and subtly took a step closer to reduce the distance between them.

But Silvia took one step back.

"Follow me. The village is this way."

"Ha ha... thank you for your excessive kindness."

Robert's final syllables were slightly slurred, but Silvia ignored it and headed toward the village.

And so, without getting lost, we were able to arrive at the elven village.

The elven village was an extraordinarily beautiful place.

Tall trees stretched high into the sky, with houses hanging from each one.

The scent of flowers and grass that filled the village seemed to refresh my mind.

The appearance of the elves that we occasionally saw also enhanced the beauty of nature.

I wasn't sure if I was the only one who could see them, but the spirits also appeared incredibly lively.

The only unfortunate thing was that it was getting late, so we couldn't take our time to look around.

"I'll show you to your lodgings first. This way, please."

Silvia's sharp tone woke us from our sightseeing, and with Robert in the lead, we slowly began to follow her.

***

The lodgings weren't bad.
No, they were actually good.

A fluffy, cotton-like bed in a room permeated with the deep scent of wood.

And hundreds of subtle floral scents from dried petals.

Perhaps because of the excellent accommodations and facilities that would put any ordinary inn to shame, the knights and other companions seemed to be in high spirits.

"For now, since it's late, I think it would be best for you to rest."

"Ah, would that really be all right?"

"Yes, I'll give you a thorough tour of the village tomorrow. Please rest well."

This might not have mattered to people like me who had been in the carriage all day, but it was the best news for the knights.

They had been escorting the carriage all day and hadn't even taken breaks during the march.

What complaint could they have about being able to lie down their bodies, worn out with fatigue and exhaustion?

"I'll go in first and unpack, young master."

"...Sure."

Including Ella, whose manner of speech had changed, perhaps due to the eyes watching around us, the knights rushed off to relieve their fatigue in their respective rooms.

Robert entered his room slowly, conversing with Silvia until she left.

In the end, the only one left was me, who had missed the timing to go in.

Just as I was about to enter my room, someone grabbed my shoulder.

I reflexively turned around while pulling away, and long hair with the scent of perfume brushed against me.

"...Who is it?"

"I apologize if I startled you."

A human silhouette flickered in the dark corridor.

With a black robe pulled down to cover their head, I couldn't see clearly, but from the voice, I could guess it was a woman.

Seeing my wariness, she took a step back and bowed her head.

As my wariness subsided, she stated her purpose for coming here.

"I bring a message from Lady Silvia Restonil. Come to where the wind dwells at dawn, when everyone is asleep."

"...Where the wind dwells?"

"I've delivered the message, so—"

"...Wait."

Thinking she had completed her task, she turned to leave, but I grabbed her wrist.

The woman seemed flustered and tried to pull her hand away, but when it didn't come free easily, she became more agitated.

"L-Let go of this!"

"Calm down, just listen to me—"

"As expected, human nature can't be trusted...!"

As the misunderstanding seemed to be getting more serious, I quickly covered her mouth and continued speaking slowly.

"You need to tell me where this place is so I can find it."

"...Oh."

Only after hearing my words did she seem to realize this fact, and she took out a map from her pocket to show me the location.

Even though she was covered by the robe, I could see her face turning red, but I decided to attribute it to the corridor lights.

"Go here first... are you listening?"

"Ah... I'm listening."

"And if you go straight that way, she will be waiting for you."

After finishing her words, she disappeared without a trace.

Why she was calling me when everyone was asleep, and why she wanted to meet me—I had mountains of questions, but I didn't bother asking her.

I'd be meeting the person soon enough anyway.

***

"You came?"

"...Why did you call me?"

Under the moonlight, the gently shining moonlight, I could see her jade-colored hair glowing blue.

For a moment, I was captivated by the scenery where the blue was emphasized by the moonlight, but I regained my composure and approached her slowly.

"So, why did you call me?"

"...If you don't want to talk from a distance, I'd appreciate it if you came a little closer."

"Ten steps to the left, seven steps diagonally, and Princess, three steps behind you."

At my sudden, incomprehensible words, she tilted her head in confusion, but I continued without changing my expression.

"If you remove the people hiding there, I'll approach."

"...Impressive."

As soon as she finished speaking and made a single gesture, three elves instantly appeared beside her.

Two male elves and one female elf.

Even though I could see them right in front of me, I couldn't sense their presence, which made me realize they were quite skilled.

"Is that better now?"

"...Yes."

"I apologize if I offended you. I tried to minimize my guards as much as possible."

I calmly accepted her apology and slowly moved forward.

Of course, I didn't let my guard down, but she seemed satisfied with just that.

"The reason I called you is... I have a favor to ask."

"...A favor?"

"Yes, a favor that you can refuse if you don't want to do it."

She finished speaking and seemed to take a breath, then suddenly began to sing.

A song with lyrics I couldn't properly understand.
A song with only a voice floating without accompaniment.

As soon as that song entered my ears, what I felt was a thrill.

With each syllable of the song, the surrounding nature moved.

The wind howled,
The leaves danced,
The earth trembled.

It was as if nature was moved by her song.

At the same time, an enormous number of spirits gathered around her.

Spirits of all kinds began to dance around her, and that dance showed no signs of stopping even after she finished her song.

Finally, the song ended, and she cleared her throat once, then approached me and grabbed both my shoulders.

"What did you feel?"

"....?"

"What did you feel,
What did you see,
What did you accept?"

"I'm not sure what you're talking about."

"...You felt nothing?"

"I thought it was amazing."

As if there was something wrong with my statement, she covered her mouth with the hand that had been on my shoulder.

I heard something like "What?... There's a problem..." but I didn't pay attention to it.

"Then I'll be going back—"

"Wait, hold on."

"..."

"Well, there seems to be a bit of an issue. But anyway, there's no one else who meets the conditions except you."

"I still don't understand what you're saying—"

"Please, I beg you."

As she said this and bowed her head, not only I but also the elves behind her couldn't hide their bewilderment.

"P-Princess, please raise your head...!"

"That's right, no matter what that person said, how could the Princess bow to a human...!"

"Silence."

Silvia rejected the support of the male elves who hurriedly tried to raise her up.

At the same time, she looked at them with an ice-cold but low voice.

"What does it matter if he's human?"

""....""

"Our hope depends on the very humans you so despise."

"B-But...!"

"Haven't you noticed yet?"

She cut off the elf who was trying to object and stepped forward one step at a time.

When she finally reached them, none of the elves could dare to raise their heads.

Her eyes were too cold and fierce.

"The preservation of our bloodline and traditions that we so pride ourselves on depends on this one human."

""...""

"We should be bowing our heads and begging for his help, so what's so precious about your pride?"

At her perfect and clear statement, they weren't foolish enough to object.

Their mouths kept uttering apologetic words.

But even that didn't seem to please her, as she frowned again and pointed at me.

"The person you should apologize to is not me, but him."

"P-Princess...?!"

"B-Bow to a h-human...!"

"I won't say it twice. Apologize."

With her expression and atmosphere that truly indicated there would be no second chance, they couldn't say anything else.

They simply apologized to me obediently.

"So, can I know what this favor is?"

"Hmm... it seems quite difficult in your current state."

"What?"

"I'm sorry, if what my mother said is true, it seems it's still too early for you."

"....."

"So I'll ask for something else."

With those words, Silvia bowed her head to me again, but this time there was no one to stop her.

There was only Silvia, who had become a bit more solemn and serious than before.

"I would like you to meet my mother, the current 'Priestess' and Queen of the elves."

"....?"

And the words coming from her mouth matched the much heavier atmosphere.

Ch.71 - Senior
As soon as I woke up, I could smell the scent of wood in my nose and the subtle fragrance of flower petals wafting through the air.

Out of habit, I reached toward the head of the bed to unfold the newspaper I usually read, but my hand grasped at empty air before finding dried flower petals instead of a newspaper.

As I slowly finished getting up, there was a knock at the door.

"It's time to prepare for the day, young master."

"Yes, I'm up."

It was Ella, who had unpacked my luggage yesterday before going to her own room, now coming to wake me.

We used to share a room comfortably, but perhaps unable to bear the gazes of others, she continued to use formal speech with me.

I hurriedly changed my clothes, made simple preparations, and left the room.

Outside, the knights were already awake and maintaining their weapons, while the elves who had guided us yesterday had apparently finished their preparations and were enjoying cups of tea.

I ordered breakfast from an elf who appeared to be the innkeeper, and the food arrived promptly—an appetizing salad garnished with berries and what looked like a stew simmered with various vegetables.

I had already known that elves were vegetarians, so I had no particular complaints. After finishing the satisfying meal, the waiting elves rose from their seats.

At the same time, Silvia approached us.

"If you've finished your meal, I'll now begin guiding you through the Great Forest."

"Haha, I'm looking forward to it."

"You should be. The Great Forest is the pride of us elves."

Indeed, her words proved true.

The Great Forest displayed beauty more magnificent than any landscape I had ever seen before. Green and blue hues harmonized beautifully, with streams flowing between sculpture-like rocks.

Fruits visible between branches exuded their juices, and leaves rustling as we passed invigorated us with their unique herbal scents.

"Big brother, are you a human?"

"...Yes, I'm human."

"Hehe, I've never seen a human before!"

"A real human! A human!"

That wasn't all. Young elves clung to me, singing "human, human," while those who appeared to be their parents struggled to pull them away—quite an adorable scene.

Pleasant breezes blew gently, and everyone enjoyed their own interests.

The knights watched with fascination as elves demonstrated their unique combat methods, while Ella tried to learn recipes for elf-style cooking.

I rummaged through various books, filling my mind with knowledge I had wanted to learn. Among them, a book titled "Spirit Mana and Circuits" was particularly useful.

Their approach was completely different—from how they handled mana to how they wove circuits. Everything was worlds apart from human magic.

Thinking it might be useful later, I completed my purchase just as the sun was beginning to set, and elves came to gather us together.

"May I have your attention, please."

"...?"

"We will now visit the Royal Palace."

Another bombshell announcement.

The Royal Palace—literally the palace of the king.

Elves have no class system. They don't distinguish people by status like slaves, nobles, or commoners.

But they do have a monarch.

Of course, not one selected through outdated methods like hereditary succession.

They have the World Tree, a sacred tree that elves believe in and follow.

Outsiders aren't even allowed an audience with it, and it serves as the guardian deity protecting the elves and the forest.

Occasionally, this World Tree personally makes its voice heard, and the person who can hear that voice becomes the monarch. We were now going to visit where that monarch lives.

Naturally, everyone's jaws dropped.

"W-what...!"

"D-did they just say... Royal Palace?"

Even the usually silent, solemn, and intimidating knights became chatterboxes in this moment, and Ella, standing beside me with her hands neatly folded, froze with both hands over her mouth.

"T-the Royal Palace for us? Isn't there some misunderstanding..."

"No, the Queen herself has invited you, so please don't worry."

Robert tried to reconfirm her statement while pretending to be calm and gripping his trembling hands.

Silvia confirmed it matter-of-factly, as if wondering what the problem was.

Robert tilted his head back and put his hand to his forehead, muttering something I couldn't quite hear.

I seemed to be the only one in our group who wasn't surprised, but I had a good reason for that.

I had heard about it yesterday.

***

We reached the Royal Palace sooner than expected.

Beautiful stones and trees that seemed carved from nature itself. The magnificent tops of buildings that soared high into the sky, and walls that were clearly imbued with magical elements.

Spirits beautifully adorning the sky made me realize once again that this was indeed the Royal Palace, and the trees intertwined to form a gate were so beautiful they could be considered a work of art.

"Welcome to the Royal Palace."

"S-so this is the Royal Palace..."

"Yes. I will inform you when the meal is ready. Please unpack your belongings first."

As soon as Silvia finished speaking, different elves came forward to guide us to our accommodations, and our entire group, including myself, followed them to our assigned rooms, feeling the smooth stone floor beneath our feet.

The inn we had stayed at yesterday was nice, but it couldn't compare to the Royal Palace.

A bed large enough for several people to lie on without issue, and a fragrant scent I had never experienced anywhere else.

Each piece of furniture was clearly a high-quality item finished by master craftsmen, and even a sip of water had a refreshing taste, making me realize how much care they had put into everything.

After unpacking and lying on the bed, I was deeply engrossed in re-reading the book I had purchased when there was a knock at the door, followed by a delicate yet low voice.

"Excuse me, the meal is ready."

"...I haven't finished reading yet."

But since I had barely eaten all day, I couldn't refuse.

When I went out to the main hall, wooden tableware and tables were arranged, and appetizing meat dishes—rarely seen among elves—glistened enticingly.

With Silvia's comment that the chef had made special efforts, we all began eating without hesitation, and the meal was extremely satisfying.

The texture of the meat was different, and the fresh vegetables stimulated our appetites even more.

The sauce, made with elven techniques, coated our mouths perfectly, creating a harmony of flavors.

After everyone had finished their satisfying meal and was about to return to their rooms to rest, Robert, his face slightly flushed as if he had been drinking, headed somewhere.

"Haha, Princess Silvia, since we are representatives of each faction... how about we go somewhere nice, just the two of us..."

He was heading toward where Silvia was sitting, and he seemed to have taken quite a liking to her, showing behavior that resembled open courtship.

The way he subtly emphasized the word "representative" made it obvious.

Normally, he would know this was rude behavior and would never do it, but now he had the support of intoxication encouraging his actions.

However, that didn't excuse him.

Even at this moment, I could see the elves around us beginning to frown, and even the knights who had been eating seemed to have expressions that said, "Oh, that's a bit much."

"..."

"Lady Silvia? I'm still waiting for your answer..."

"Jenison."

Such drunken courtship had no chance of working on Silvia.

As expected, she ignored him and came directly to me to whisper something.

"Same time as yesterday, but this time I'll come to you."

"...?"

Her words only stirred fear in me about what she was planning this time, but to someone watching this scene, it must have looked quite intimate.

Judging by the slight crack in the wine bottle he was holding, at least.

***

"JEEENIIISOOOON!!!"

The sounds of things breaking and shattering continuously echoed from inside the room.

Crash!
A glass on the table shattered.

Crack!
Even the table leg that had held the glass broke.

Rip, riiip!
The blankets neatly arranged on the bed were torn to shreds, beyond repair.

After the commotion finally ended, the figure in the room sat down on one of the still-intact chairs and took a deep breath.

"Why... why him and not me?! What's so great about that bastard who isn't even from one of the Four Great Houses?!"

A desperate monologue—the fact that there was no one to hear it made his mood even worse.

Once more, he struck the surrounding objects randomly.

"Constantly, constantly that woman ignores me too... if she lived in the Empire, she would have been sold as a slave and died already!"

Forgetting that this was the elves' country, he uttered words that should never be spoken.

"I will... I will definitely make that woman submit. And then throw her to the starving soldiers... hehehe!"

"Wow, that sounds like quite a good plan?"

An answer that should never have come returned to him as he ranted, unable to regain his senses.

In that moment, one possibility flashed through his mind.

If this voice belonged to an elf, he couldn't let this elf leave alive.

No matter how much of a duke's son he was, he wouldn't be forgiven for slandering an elven princess in the elves' own country.

Having quickly finished this thought, he shot a spell toward where the voice had come from, but...

"Hmm? Dangerous!"

"...Huk."

The spell was swallowed by an energy too foul to even describe, which then pushed him against the wall.

"Ah, it wasn't intentional, but I just overheard your soliloquy!"

"Kuh... huk, w-who... are... you..."

"But aren't you being too unconscionable? 'Senior' is much better than someone like you!"

"Gu... ugh... weeeh..."

"Hmm, but I didn't expect 'Senior' to be here...? I need to revise my plan—"

In front of him, who was speaking incomprehensibly, there was only an indentation in the wall and "something" in front of it.

That "something" still looked exactly the same as before—except for the murderous intent in its eyes.

Ch.72 - Whisper
Dawn, the dead of night.
Everyone... no, almost everyone was asleep at this hour.

Two elves walked leisurely down the corridor of the Royal Palace.

The sound of their heels clicking against the floor filled the quiet hallway.

Click, click,
Click, click.

The continuous sound of heels suddenly stopped, and a different sound echoed.

Knock, knock.

The wooden door resonated with a hollow sound.

After two sets of knocks, the door slowly opened.

"You open quickly."

"...I thought you weren't coming because you were late."

"I apologize for being a bit late. I had some matters to attend to."

"...Come in."

As the conversation ended and the door closed, moonlight seeped through the gap.

***

"So what did you want to discuss?"

"Aren't you being too stiff? I'm a guest, shouldn't you at least offer me some tea?"

"I'm not nice enough to call someone who visits uninvited in the dead of night a guest."

Speaking thus, she sat on the bed and turned on the light, revealing the two elves.

Silvia, still with her beautiful jade-colored hair and maintaining her expressionless face, and the woman who had escorted her yesterday came into view.

"So what brings you here this time?"

"You don't even try to hide your annoyance, I see."

"..."

"Well, it doesn't matter. I have another task for you."

"A favor?"

"Since it will benefit you as well, strictly speaking, it's a deal."

Honestly, I didn't feel like it. I suspected it would be something strange like last time.

Nevertheless, I decided to at least hear them out, so I didn't kick them out of my room.

As if anticipating my response, Silvia pulled out a green orb from her bosom.

An orb of deep, vibrant green, different from her jade-colored hair.

The action was so natural that I momentarily failed to be wary of the orb.

In that instant, my consciousness was once again sucked into somewhere.

"What... is... this..."

"This is the test you've been wanting. If you pass it safely and return... I can give you as many spirit stones as you want."

"You... damn... bi—"

"...May the blessing of the Great Forest unfold before you."

And in that moment, Silvia's expression was more human than any I had seen before.

***

When I came to my senses, I saw leaves growing like embroidery in the sky and a navy-blue sky stretching above them.

The leaves were clustered on a massive tree right beside me, and far away in the navy-blue sky, something like sparkling white grains of sand twinkled.

Slowly getting up while holding my head, I recalled what had just happened, and profanity automatically spilled from my mouth—directed at Silvia who had sent me somewhere without any explanation.

"Damn it, where the hell—"

"Hello?"

And those profanities were cut short by a soft voice from beside me.

Looking in the direction of the voice, I saw a woman standing there, caressing the tree.

She had long braided hair with a brown hairpin neatly placed, and hair that was darker than jade but not quite green.

Her eyes, yellow like the morning glow, radiated an inexplicable warmth, and around her were spirits that looked much younger than any I had seen before, grinning.

Their numbers were no joke—enough to create the illusion of locusts moving in a swarm.

After making a few gestures to the constantly grinning spirits, the woman made them disappear as if they had never been there. When I blinked, she was suddenly sitting beside me.

"We're meeting for the first time, aren't we?"

"...Who are you?"

"I'm someone who has placed all her hopes on you."

If a woman you're seeing for the first time tells you she's placed all her hopes on you, what kind of reaction would you have?

"...?"

"Hehe, your expression is quite a sight."

Everyone's reaction might differ, but in my case, I froze with a twisted expression, and the woman found my reaction amusing, covering her mouth and laughing delicately.

"So... who are you really?"

"My, you're not very perceptive, are you? I thought you would recognize me immediately."

Saying that, she moved away again and placed her hand on the massive tree I had seen earlier.

From where her hand touched, a golden color spread like paint, and finally, the lush, massive tree transformed into a beautiful golden tree.

Simultaneously, a golden light radiated outward.

The light was so warm and comforting that I almost let go of everything for a moment.

Again, placing her hand on her chest, the woman spoke with her gentle voice.

"My name is... Merina Restonil."

"..."

"I am the Queen of the Elves of this generation... and the priestess of the World Tree, the Divine Tree."

"...Priestess?"

To my question, she nodded, expressing affirmation, and as if to answer my query, the golden tree emitted a warm light again.

The light was so bright that I closed my eyes momentarily, and when I opened them, another golden woman stood before me.

I rubbed my eyes and looked again, and while she wasn't a golden woman, she was still there.

Perhaps I had been captivated by the golden radiance that momentarily burst forth, making her appear golden, but now her appearance was... nature itself. She exuded a clear and pure energy throughout her body, as if she were the embodiment of nature.

Nevertheless, instinctively, my body slowly backed away, keeping a distance, and seeing this, her lips parted slowly.

"It's nice to meet you..."

"..."

I froze instantly. Her voice seemed otherworldly.

I took a step back in surprise. Just her voice alone made my entire body resonate.

"Child of defiance who seeks to defy the fate determined by the gods."

"...!"

My body froze again, not from surprise and reverence, but from shock and bewilderment.

When I came to my senses, wariness was pouring out of my entire body, and somehow, a well-forged knife was in my right hand.

"Calm down, child. I am not your enemy."

"...How can I believe that?"

"I can't... force you to believe me."

If there's one thing I've learned in my life, it's not to trust others carelessly.

When I was an assassin, I was betrayed by a junior I trusted, tortured, and killed.

Even when I was in research, my knowledge was applied to human experiments against my will, thanks to the superior I trusted and followed.

Sensing my wariness, the woman named Merina spread her hands, trying to appease me.

"Calm down, child. Everything this one says is true."

"...This one?"

This one? In my confusion, the question spilled from my lips.

If she was Silvia's mother, she would be the Queen of the Elves. A figure who could receive honorifics even from such a queen.

Information in my head started piecing together the puzzle on its own.

The momentary golden aura around her. The massive tree that turned golden when the queen touched it. The Queen of the Elves who introduced herself as a priestess.

The completed puzzle of information pointed in only one direction, and after organizing my thoughts, I opened my eyes again and looked at the woman before me.

"...Are you the World Tree?"

"Now you recognize me, child of defiance and the moon."

The legendary tree that was said to have roots in three countries. The Divine Tree, Yggdrasil... the World Tree.

***

Meanwhile, even as Jenison's consciousness disappeared somewhere, time continued to flow.

Because no one can stop the flow of time.

Morning dawned, knights finished polishing their armor, and servants attended to their duties.

An ordinary day was arriving, as always.

And Silvia, too, couldn't escape the routine of the day.

She woke up early and properly groomed herself.

As the representative of the elves, she couldn't show a disheveled appearance.

After finishing her grooming and entering the main hall, she saw the people of the Empire having their meals.

Knights eating with their well-polished steel armor were visible, along with some servants attending to them.

Lastly, she also saw that strange fellow who kept pestering her.

Normally, she would have just ignored such a situation, but today something was different.

From most of the knights around, including that Robert fellow, and even from some elves, she felt a strange and unsettling energy.

The spirits seemed to sense this too, as they were nowhere to be seen around those people. No, they seemed to be avoiding them.

As she was sensing this strangeness, Robert, who had somehow approached her side, grabbed her arm.

"...What are you doing?"

"Yesterday..."

Robert's cracked voice was heard, and the force on her wrist intensified.

"I was just wondering... what conversation you had yesterday... haha."

"Conversation?"

"That... the content of your whispers with that guy... don't you remember?"

"...I don't understand why you're curious about that."

"Haha, as a representative, if there's any situation, I should know about it, shouldn't I...?"

While saying this, Robert maintained a seemingly friendly expression, but Silvia could sense it.

That this expression was fake. That it didn't represent his true feelings.

"...It was a conversation you don't need to know about."

"W-what...?"

Silvia, not wanting to talk to someone wrapped in falsehood, gave a vague answer, but she didn't anticipate the adverse effect it would have.

"So you were in cahoots with that bastard after all..."

"...?"

"These damn bitches... seducing me... playing with me as they please..."

"Excuse me, are you alright—"

"...if I were just a bit more handsome... damn... I wouldn't be like this..."

Silvia took a few steps back from him as he continued to mutter in a very low voice, but she couldn't go far.

She froze in shock.

"Damn it!! You think you're so great?! Huh?!"

"An old man who got promoted just because of his age, how dare you—"

"You guys have it easy, don't you? I got stuck with a bad master, look at the state I'm in...!"

Before her eyes, quarrels and disputes erupted as if a bomb had gone off, and unfortunately, the end of this situation was nowhere in sight.

Even at this moment, people were suddenly becoming emotional and picking fights, and the targets didn't discriminate by race, gender, or status. There were even instances where people with barely any connection were fighting each other.

"What... what is this..."

"Hey, you there! You piece of—"

"What? Let go of this!"

"Aaargh!! You bastard!"

Finally, blood splattered. With a squelch, hot liquid sprayed across the floor.

The place where harsh words were exchanged had now become a playground for fighters, and that place had now become a playground for murderers.

In Silvia's mind, shocked by the scene unfolding before her, a discordant, high-pitched voice seemed to resonate:

"The one does not want the sacrifices you offer.

The one will never bring you what you desire, so redirect your arrows of resentment.

Point your arrows at those who have, without any effort, what you have desperately longed for.

Rather than suffering while wishing for the peace of others, enjoy the sweetness that comes to you by making others' bones rot."

These were words that could accurately be described as the whispers of a demon.

Ch.73 - Simple Reason
"Y-you're a World Tree... Why would someone like you have business with me?"

World Tree.
Also known as the Divine Tree or Yggdrasil.

The source of life, the center of the world.
And the origin of all living things.

A massive tree supporting the sky,
connecting the underworld, the earth, and the heavens.

The dew on a single leaf is a panacea,
and one perfectly grown fruit becomes the elixir of immortality.

A tree that repels evil forces
and is called the guardian deity of all forests.

I couldn't even begin to guess why such a being
would reveal itself to me,

Fortunately, the answer didn't take long to come.
The problem was that it wasn't the answer I wanted.

"It's a test, child."

"...A test, you say?"

I definitely remember hearing about this.
Just before coming here.

But that alone wasn't enough
to fully understand this situation.

If it were simply for a test,
a being as mighty as the World Tree wouldn't appear.

"...Surely for something so trivial, there's no need
for the World Tree herself to come here—"

"There is."

But she didn't seem to think so.

She cut me off mid-sentence
and spoke with a resolute attitude.

I could see her determination,
showing she absolutely wouldn't back down on this matter.

Perhaps my confusion at her firm stance
was clearly visible on my face,

Because she soon swept a hand across her face
as if in regret and continued speaking.

"I'm sorry, but truly...
this is important to us."

"...Us?"

"Yes, to me... and my children."

It didn't take long to figure out
who she meant by her children.

They were already fluttering around her,
giggling and chirping.

"Mama! Mama!"

"Human, is it?"

"Hooman! It's a hooman!!"

Fresh green, deep blue,
dazzlingly bright yellow,
and intense, deep red lights fluttered around her.

Rainbow-like colors of various hues
began to overflow,

Until there were so many lights
they almost completely covered her face.

"Yes, it's a human, children.
Mirne, could you please take care of them for a moment?"

"Yes, I will do so."

As she asked Mirne with a troubled expression,

Mirne, who had been silent until then,
eagerly took the young spirits away,

And only then could we continue our conversation.

"I'm sorry for the unseemly display."

"...Not at all."

"You need an explanation, don't you?"

"Please."

She carefully raised the corners of her mouth at my words,
and then began her story.

Many stories.
But none of them were light matters.

***

"D-die! You b-bastard!!"

"F-fuck!!"

"S-save me!!"

Pandemonium.
That's how Silvia described the scene unfolding before her eyes.

No, anyone who saw this scene
would only be able to think of such a word.

"A-aagh!!"

"Y-you pointy-eared b-bastards..!"

"M-my ears... ugh... aagh!!"

Knights' swords pierced through elves' hearts,
and their hands were becoming stained with blood.

Someone was chewing on elves' ears
and spitting them out onto the floor with a "ptooey."

"Th-these humans are indeed...!"

"D-die...!"

Elven arrows aimed for humans' eyes,
and knights who became arrow cushions could be seen around.

Elven magic shattered knights' armor,
and with skills befitting forest hunters, they hunted humans.

The pungent smell of blood lingered,
eyeballs popped out,
and corpses with closed eyes were barely visible.

What had been a quiet, dignified mealtime until moments ago
had turned into a time filled with screams and slaughter.

"P-Princess! You must escape."

"We'll handle this..!"

"Kuk... trusting these humans and letting them in was—"

The relatively unharmed elves tried to evacuate Silvia,
but there was no way she would quietly follow them.

"No, I'm staying here."

"W-what?!"

"Wh-what are you saying, Princess?!"

"This is no time for jokes...!"

"...Jokes?"

Many elves objected to her decision.

They all shared the common thought
that they must protect her.

Silvia wasn't unaware of their feelings.
But that's precisely why she disliked it.

She hated being seen as a weak being
who needed protection,

And it sounded as if their lives could be sacrificed
as long as she alone could be safe.

She knew well that this was their role.
But somehow, she couldn't accept it.

That's why she deliberately put strength into her voice.
So they could feel at least a bit of her sentiment.

"Do my words sound like jokes?

Do I appear so weak that I can only survive
with your help?

Or do you not value your own lives?"

"N-no, that's not our intention at all...!"

"We just... for the Princess...!"

She maintained her stern expression throughout the conversation,

And approached the elves in front of her
while keeping that hardened look.

Since she kept her gaze fixed forward,
her back seemed completely defenseless,

And behind her,
a woman with a knife quickly closed the distance.

It was a female servant who had been
serving food in the main hall earlier.

"You... lucky bitch... die...!
I'm so jealous!!!"

"P-Princess... you must dodge...!"

"Th-this wench—"

The elves in front of her couldn't react in time
to the servant's movement, which was unbelievably fast for a servant,

And then came the sound of something bursting with a thud
and the pungent smell of blood filled their nostrils.

Perhaps lacking the courage to witness the gruesome scene before them,
all the elves closed their eyes as if by agreement,

"Hmm? Open your eyes, all of you."

"Ah... huh?"

"P-Princess...?!"

When they opened their eyes at the familiar voice,
a completely different scene from what they had imagined unfolded before them.

"Guh... urk..."

"I pierced her stomach completely...
but what kind of body does she have, I wonder."

The female servant with the knife was writhing in mid-air,
impaled by tree roots that had emerged from somewhere.

"Wh-what is this...?"

"Wh-where did it come from?"

Some elves doubted their eyes
at the power she had displayed, but

"It's... the power of spirits."

"To think the Princess could control spirits so well...!"

Most elves realized she was controlling spirits
and sighed in relief, saying it was fortunate.

Leaving behind the elves' praises,
Silvia jumped directly into the battlefield.

Or rather, into what was closer to a slaughterhouse.

As she ran, multicolored lights suddenly surrounded her,
and with just a gesture of her hand, the tide of battle began to change.

Just by raising her finger upward,
the ground rose like a huge boulder,

Just by fanning with her hand,
a strong wind blew from somewhere, strong enough to blow people away.

When she extended her palm forward,
sparks flew from her palm,

When she swung her foot once,
the ground beneath her feet slowly began to freeze.

"Ugh... aaaagh!!"

"C-cold!!"

"Wh-what is this...? Kyaaah!!!"

Of course, it still wasn't easy.

Those chosen as imperial guards
were all exceptionally skilled.

When she created strong winds,
they stuck their swords deep into the ground to hold on,

When she tried to use tree roots,
they were all cut down immediately.

"Don't back down!!"

"The Princess is bravely
trying to protect us!!"

"It's our job to protect the Princess,
not hers to protect us!!"

But that didn't last long either.

It was too much for them to handle
both Silvia's attacks and the elves whose morale had risen sharply.

"W-we need to stop the vice-captain first!"

"Hey...! Snap out of it!"

When the few knights who were clearly still in their right minds
joined in to stop them, the situation was resolved faster than expected.

"Let... let me go!!"

"She... she said to me—"

"Hey... where did that old hag go...?!"

After subduing and restraining them in one place,
Silvia quickly checked for casualties.

"...How many casualties are there?"

"The injured elves are—"

"...I asked how many casualties there are."

"Ah... yes! There appear to be 26 injured,
and 13 confirmed dead."

"More than I expected..."

All kinds of thoughts filled Silvia's mind.

'...Is this the Empire's scheme?
Would they do something that would be discovered so quickly?'

"Princess...?"

"...Just a moment."

She tried to find the culprit behind this incident,
but even with her brilliant mind, she couldn't guess,

And then another voice echoed in her head.

"You are quite strong."

In that moment, a thought flashed through her mind.
The certainty that this was the culprit.

As soon as she heard the voice,
she looked around, turning her head quickly,
but there was no suspicious person anywhere.

"Ah, are you looking for me...?
Well... it's fine, I suppose, since my work is already done."

As soon as the voice in her head stopped,
the space behind her split open with a swoosh.

"What... what is that?!"

"Th-the space?!"

"Is... is it an attack? Everyone, prepare—"

"Hello there?"

A human body popped out with a thud.
A frivolous voice and demeanor.

At first glance, just an ordinary boy.
He appeared to be an ordinary boy
with orange hair wearing black clothes,

But Silvia didn't feel that way.
No, she couldn't.

The spirits around her
began to tremble like aspen leaves.

"Hmm... the trial version is indeed too weak..."

"...?"

Even as he muttered incomprehensible things about trial versions to the bound people,
everyone present realized one thing.

That this boy was the culprit behind this incident.
Everyone instinctively felt this fact.

"D-die!!!"

"Hmm?"

Finally, one knight, unable to contain his anger, charged at the boy.
The reason was simple.

His comrade and lover, a female knight,
had lost her life in the recent incident.

The enraged male knight who charged with momentum...
was simply devoured.

"Mmph... mmph!!"

"What is this?"

In the literal sense.
He was sucked in as if absorbed by a black energy.

And then he came back out.
Deformed beyond recognition.

The reason this time was also simple.

"Ugh... this is worse than I expected..."

"...!"

It was disappointing.
Just that.

Ch.74 - Rainbow Light And Darkness
"Where should I... begin this story..."

I silently wait for the World Tree to continue as she hesitates.

Though I couldn't guess what she was about to say, even her contemplative atmosphere conveyed that this would be an important conversation.

After pondering for quite some time, she finally began to speak slowly.

"How much do you know... about us?"

"...Are you referring to the spirits?"

"Yes, about me and us."

It was a sudden and unexpected question, but I tell her everything I know.

That they are spiritual entities.
That they are beings with their own will.
That they manifest through spirit stones as mediums, and so on.

After I share all the facts I know, the World Tree shakes her head with a slight smirk.

"All of that is true... but it seems you don't know the most important things."

As if she had expected this, she calmly reaches her hand toward the sky.

A small spirit was already floating around in her hand, and only after it flew up into the sky did she speak again.

"Have you heard about where we live?"

"Do you mean the Great Forest—"

"No, not that place."

As she said this, she silently gazed in the direction where the little spirit had flown, her expression filled with nostalgia and regret, as if recalling a distant memory.

"...So, you said you wanted a spirit stone?"

"Yes."

"I already know what purpose you intend to use the spirit stone for."

"...Does that upset you?"

"...Not particularly. I'm still giving you the test despite knowing your purpose."

"..."

"Because I understand your circumstances, at least a little."

She could have easily been offended that I planned to use her child-like spirits merely as tools.

I express my boundless gratitude for her understanding, and suddenly notice she has approached me.

She gently pats my head.

"It will be difficult. Spirits can be quite mischievous."

"Yes."

"And... have you heard that this is a trade...?"

Silvia had certainly mentioned it as well. This wasn't a favor but a "trade."

"Yes."

"...Then it's not something I can interfere with."

Sighing, she kept her hand on my forehead and placed her other hand on top, drawing forth energy.

"I, the Primordial Tree, bestow this blessing.

Human who knows and gives the forest's grace.
Life who listens to nature's voice.

May the children of water give a drop of morning dew.
May the children of earth show the path forward.
May the children of fire bless with warm comfort.

May your companion respect your will
And may the companion choose you."

Her beautiful voice spread through the air.

With each resonance of her voice,
the surrounding plants stirred.

Looking around, I noticed spirits
peeking out their faces everywhere,
watching this scene.

"...?"

"Stay still.
Those energies will gather to form a spirit stone."

As soon as she finished speaking,
an energy began to ripple through my body.

The energy fluctuated, changing from green to blue,
from blue to white with each moment.

Finally, the energy turned black,
stopped rippling, and clung tightly to my body.

It began absorbing something from me,
and something started forming in my hand.

"...What is this?"

"...?"

I remained silent since I didn't know
how spirit stones were created,

But her reaction was strange.
As if she had seen something that shouldn't exist.

Her eyes remained fixed on my black energy,
and she even reached out to touch it.

"...Are you still alive?
You wicked thing...!"

"...Huh?"

The moment her hand touched my body,
I felt her drawing forth power.

And it was incredibly powerful.

"W-wait, why...?"

"S-stay... still...!"

As her power seeped into my body,
the black energy within me thrashed wildly.

And for the second time today,
my consciousness slipped away.

"When you go... there, you will learn.
About us."

*...?*

Into a darkness much deeper than before,
into an abyss with no visible end.

≪A blessing enters the user's body.≫
≪The current location affects the adaptation of the blessing.≫

***

The pandemonium had ended.
That's what everyone thought.

Those who had caused the inexplicable riot
had all been successfully restrained.

The injured were quickly receiving treatment,
and somehow the situation was being rapidly resolved.

"Blech, this one's no good either."

"Aaaaargh!!!"

And it took less than a minute
for that thought to be shattered.

"W-wait a moment...!!"

"From now on, I should just take a little taste first..."

"Gyaaaah!!"

Legs are torn to shreds.
Muscles are ripped apart.
Bones aren't just broken—they're pulled out.

Behind the boy already lay
trails of blood and flesh,

And on the path ahead of him,
fear and despair had taken root.

But someone had to stand in his way.

And Silvia thought that role was hers.

"Hmm? Who might you be?"

"...Who are you?"

"I asked first, didn't I?
This way the questions just keep going in circles!"

"...I am the Princess of the Elves,
and you are...!"

Unable to contain her surging anger,
she glared and pointed in one direction.

"What... have you done there?"

"...?"

And there lay numerous corpses,
or rather, lumps of meat scattered about.

Chunks of flesh were rounded up together,
with something protruding from between them here and there.

Like a half-crushed human eyeball.
Or hair that hadn't been ground up completely.
Or bone fragments with broken, jagged ends.

These sights turned the stomachs of all who saw them,

And the revolting smell of blood that permeated the air
would have made even vampires retch,

Yet the boy who had directly caused this carnage
spoke as if completely unconcerned.

"What's the problem with that?"

"..."

"Ah, the smell is a bit strong...
I apologize for that."

Everyone has probably experienced tearing
the wings off dragonflies as a child.

To others, it might have seemed like
an incredibly cruel sight,
but we didn't stop then.

Why was that?
We weren't too young to understand the value of life.

"Why... why are you doing this?!"

"...?"

"What wrong have we done to you—"

"Ah, well... it's killing two birds with one stone."

"...What?"

"I want to take a branch from the World Tree...
You wouldn't just let me do that, would you?
So I'm doing this while I'm at it."

"..."

"And... isn't this quite fun? This."

Well... it was fun.

Seeing insects squirm after losing their wings
was such an entertaining sight.

It was quite amusing to watch them crawl,
clinging to hope that they might survive
despite their condition.

"...Just for such a reason—"

"Ah, it's not just for that."

"...?"

"I was jealous, that's all."

"...What?"

Silvia's question vanished into thin air
as the boy's demeanor suddenly changed.

His frivolous appearance and attitude disappeared,
replaced by a maddening pressure that constricted her entire body.

"The way you smile as if truly happy.

The way mothers care for their children
and children care for their mothers as if it's natural.

The way you worry not about whether you'll have a meal,
but about what menu to choose.

The way you complain and whine about minor grievances while working.

I couldn't help but feel jealous, so envious.

Is there a problem with that?"

Was it just her imagination?
Though the boy's face was obscured by shadows,
his smile seemed distinctly visible,

And in contrast to his dark countenance,
his eyes seemed to shine even brighter.

"H-heek..."

"D-disaster has come—"

The elves, who had mostly stayed peacefully
in the Great Forest with little fighting experience,

Were mostly fleeing in fear
at the horror unfolding before them.

"T-the f-formation... ugh."

"C-commander, the bleeding...!"

Even the imperial soldiers with more combat experience
were in poor condition.

Most of them were either restrained or injured.

If others saw this—no, even if Jenison saw this situation,
he would have recommended immediate retreat.

It was a battle with too obvious a power difference.

Yet Silvia did not back down.

"Just..."

"...?"

"Just... for such a reason?"

She had always been quick to assess situations,
but this time she couldn't easily retreat.

Facing someone who had mercilessly killed her people
without any particular motive,

She couldn't just save herself and escape.
No, she simply didn't want to.

"Just for such a reason...
you killed my people so mercilessly?"

A heat like materialized fighting spirit
rose from her body,

A chilling cold in her right hand,
And sparks crackling in her left.

"Hmm? No one died."

"...What?"

And those energies instantly disappeared.
Because she had heard something too shocking.

"No one died, not a single person."

"...Then those people..."

"Ah? Those people are alive too!"

Only after hearing this did she begin to see it.
The rounded lumps of flesh in the back were moving slightly.

Only then did she hear it.
Faint but definite—the sound of beating hearts.

"They're definitely alive!"

"..."

"Their jaws may be crushed so they can't speak,

Their hands and feet may be split and pulled off
so they can't move properly!

All their nerves may be cut and sliced
so their bodies can't feel anything,

And most of their brains may be smashed
so they've become complete idiots,

But they're all still definitely alive!"

"..."

"I know my reputation isn't good... but at least
I don't carelessly take human lives...!"

Their bodies had been brutally mangled,
unable to do anything by themselves.

They could no longer hear children's laughter or crying,
or the songs of spirits.

They could no longer walk across those green meadows with their own feet,
nor use their mouths to share pleasantries with friends.

They would never again feel the cool, refreshing breeze on their bodies.

Perhaps they could no longer think,
and all their memories might be forgotten.

Yet, they were alive.

"...You."

"...?"

"I will absolutely... not kill you...!"

And that was definitely counterproductive.

Their conversation ended there,
and what followed was action.

The most beautiful and bright light
against a dark swamp that clung tenaciously.

They collided, heading straight for each other.

Ch.75 - Commonality
I'm falling.
Falling into a very deep darkness.

Though I clearly felt no resistance,
I could definitely sense my body plummeting.

I tried to move my body in that instant
but it wouldn't respond to my will.

And so I keep falling.
Falling and falling again.

Just when I was growing tired of waiting,
my falling speed decreased ever so slightly.

Only then did my back finally touch a hard surface.

With a dull thud as I landed helplessly,
a faint scent brushed against the tip of my nose.

A scent that seemed to pass through my mind all at once.
No, scents.

"Oh? A human entering this place?"

"...Speech?"

A refreshing feeling rather than fragrance.
An aroma I'd never encountered anywhere before.

As I heard a voice simultaneously with that scent,
I instinctively turned my body.

In the direction where the fragrance flowed from,
there was a pure white horse, rippling
like leaves swaying in the wind.

"A human? How did they get in here?
Is there a hole somewhere?"

That wasn't the only thing to be wary of.
There was more than one voice.

"Don't say such foolish things, Ignil.
It's impossible to enter this place through something like a hole—"

"Ah! Shut up, stop chattering, you wolf pup!"

"...Both of you be quiet."

Different colored lights gleamed in the darkness.

Three pairs of eyes glowing red, blue, and green
gradually approached me.

Yet I couldn't see their faces.
Even though they were so close.

"Hey, hey! How did you get in here?!"

"Isn't that too rude for a first meeting?"

"Why be polite? They could be an intruder.
Hey!! Who are you?!"

I felt something poking my shoulder.

At first it was just a light touch,
but the pressure increased over time.

Not only that.
The area being touched seemed to grow hotter bit by bit.

When I slightly moved my shoulder away,
it followed persistently.

"Wait, where are they looking?
And why aren't they answering? Can't they speak?"

"Hmm, they don't seem to be mute."

The voices and glowing eyes around me
were barely visible,

But beyond that, I could neither see nor sense anything more.

"...That child is being rejected."

"Huh? What do you mean? By whom?"

"I request an explanation that can be understood, Plante."

Between the two voices that had been chattering non-stop,
a calm yet languid voice intervened.

"...That one, human. And here, spirit realm."

"...Explain a bit more simply."

"Heh, I think I understand."

"What? Don't talk nonsense, you're just a wolf!"

Among their bickering voices,
there was clearly a mocking sneer.

As I stood quietly listening,
I felt what seemed like a palm touching my head—
much smaller than a normal human hand.

In that moment, the darkness vanished.

"I've made us visible to you...
How is it, can you see now?"

"Huh? They couldn't see us before?"

"Isn't that obvious? Spirits being visible
to human eyes is strange to begin with."

"Y-you didn't know that either until just now!!"

Finally, the owners of the three voices came into my view.

A massive wolf that appeared to be made of incredibly blue liquid,
resembling the legendary Fenrir.

A small girl wearing what looked like a dress made of flames,
with a long flowing skirt.

And an adult woman with fresh, leaf-like hair,
gently stroking the girl's head.

At last their appearances began to register in my eyes,
and as if she'd been waiting for this moment, the girl rushed toward me.

"Hey! So who are you?!
How did you get in here?!"

"W-wait..."

"Ignil, stop—"

"Ha...hahahahaha!!"

The girl grabbed my collar and shook me vigorously.

As the wolf following behind tried to stop her,
another voice from behind burst into laughter.

Yes, it was the voice of the one I'd met first.

"Hahaha... stop making me laugh, Ignil."

"Why are you laughing, you horse-head?!"

"Can't you tell just by looking?
This human was sent by Mother."

At those words, I felt everyone's gaze
turn toward me.

Fortunately, I didn't sense any negative emotions in those gazes.

Rather, I felt curiosity and admiration.
Their reactions were all different.

"M-Mother?!"

"Yes, when I first saw them, Mother's energy
was thickly present, so the information is certain."

Ignil, the red-haired girl, made no attempt
to hide her disbelieving expression.

"It's been a while since Mother sent a human."

"Indeed, it has been a long time."

The massive blue wolf wore an expression
as if reminiscing about long-ago memories.

"...So what's this about?"

"Since Mother herself bestowed her blessing...
well, I suppose it's about making a contract."

The woman with fresh leaves seemed
as if she couldn't care less.

While I was frantically observing them,
the wolf somehow approached and licked my face.

"Ugh...!"

"Hmm, the affinity with water is decent enough."

"Huh? What?
Hey, mutt. Are you really going to make a contract?"

The wolf chided the girl for asking such an obvious question.

Seeing his apparently sincere face,
her already large eyes grew even wider.

"Hey! Are you crazy?
We're Spirit Kings after all...!"

"What does that matter?
I'm simply following Mother's will."

"No...! No matter what, for us to directly make a contract—"

"J-just a moment..."

The blue and red gazes that had been arguing
turned toward me.

The red one seemed to contain an implicit message
to keep my mouth shut,

But the blue one genuinely seemed curious about why I was interrupting.

"...What do you mean by Spirit King?"

"What?"

"Oh? You didn't know.
All four of us here are Spirit Kings."

"..."

"Well, it's not surprising that you're shocked.
From a human perspective, you can't even see spirits."

"Ah, about that."

The revelation of their identity far exceeded my expectations,
leaving me momentarily speechless.

Not missing the opportunity,
the pure white horse joined the conversation.

"This human seems to be able to see spirits
for some reason?"

"...Say that again."

"..."

Somehow, the atmosphere changed instantly.

The previously refreshing air
now felt incredibly heavy,

and my breath was suddenly caught in my throat.

"A human... can see spirits?
And Mother sent someone like that?"

"Your joke goes too far, Sylph."

"...Agreed."

Even the woman called Plante, who had been quiet until now,
joined the conversation.

Like the other Spirit Kings,
with somewhat displeased eyes.

"Whoa, whoa, calm down.
It's not even confirmed that they were sent by them."

"Shut up and speak clearly, horse-head.
Before I roast you."

"For once, I agree."

The pure white horse called Sylph tried to calm them down,
but they wouldn't listen.

Flames flickered behind the little girl called Ignil,
and behind the wolf, water droplets formed sharp blades.

"Calm down, this child is truly nothing."

"...Then explain."

"Tsk, tsk, with such fiery tempers."

I could feel their genuine displeasure
as they clicked their tongue.

"This child is also a victim like us."

"...What?"

"Don't talk nonsense,
humans have been loved by the gods since ancient times—"

"Do you really think so?"

She cut off the wolf's words as he was raising more water droplets.
Wind rapidly swirled around her.

"If humans received the gods' love,
what about those who die from starvation or disasters?

Those torn apart by monsters,
murdered by fellow humans,
or driven to suicide by exhausting lives?"

"..."

"Can you say those who died like that
didn't receive divine love, that they were abandoned?"

"..."

"The gods are petty, selfish, hypocritical.
We all know this fact too well."

"..."

"Do they really seem to love humans?"

"...Then why do they only use humans as proxies...!"

"Because they're weak."

Wind blew from somewhere.
A rough and sharp gust.

Those winds rushed straight to her,
completely obscuring her form as a small storm arose.

A moment later, the delicate arm of a woman emerged through the torn wind.

Transparent hair proving she wasn't human,
and pale, snow-white skin.

Surprisingly cold words spilled from her small mouth.

"Humans crave trust.

When they fall into the abyss,
do you know what seven out of ten do?

They search for something to be their pillar.
They look for support that requires no payment.

Perhaps three out of ten will find what they want.

And the remaining seven?

Do you know where they commonly turn to
when pushed to their absolute limits?

Religion and gods.

Just whispering slightly to those driven to the edge
returns infinite faith.

What investment could be more profitable?

When they shed tears and confess
their ugly sins in detail,

Just by giving a small glimmer of light,
they gain emotion and happiness.

Even if their believers use divine power
to fulfill personal greed.

The faith gained far outweighs
any divine authority lost through such actions.

No creature gives as much satisfaction
as humans when shown grace.

Who wouldn't keep a pet that shows excessive affection
in return for just a small treat?

This alone makes it obvious why those beings favor humans.

Do you want to be like that too?
Do you want to return to those times?

Forgetting everything from before and fawning over them—"

The room suddenly fell silent.

Was it because of her voice, so cold and biting?
Or because of the emotions contained in each of her words?

No one present dared to speak to her carelessly.

She looked so precarious, as if she might shatter at the slightest touch.

"..."

"...I apologize, I got too excited."

After brushing her hair back once,
she pointed directly at me.

"Anyway, what I want to say is,
this child is in the same situation as us."

"...?"

Following her finger, three pairs of eyes turned toward me.

As pupils of different colors stared at me,
I felt uncomfortable, but only briefly.

"...Are you saying that I have something in common
with beings as great as Spirit Kings?"

"Yes."

"What could possibly..."

She made a small scoffing sound as if amused,
then brought her face close to mine.

Up close, her expression seemed to ask
if I really didn't understand.

She pulled her face back and then
placed her finger on my chest.

"Because you, I, and all of us, hate the gods."

Ch.76 - Talent And Jealousy
In the beginning, there were gods.

Their power was immense,
Their status was widely known,
And their numbers were substantial.

But that doesn't mean
They were perfect beings.

They were indolent,
Arrogant,
And lazy.

Due to their negligence,
The world gradually fell into ruin.

The land was withering in real time,
Flowing rivers dried up leaving only sand,
And instead of warm morning sunshine, storms were raging.

Perhaps someone couldn't stand by and watch?

The Goddess of Life at that time,
The mother of all living beings,
Lamented at the sight.

And she devised a plan.

She decided to create children who would manage
The world that the gods neglected.

So she created them.

A child of fire to bring warmth to the world.
A child of wind to summon fresh breezes.
A child of water to quench thirst during droughts.
A child of earth to make the land fertile.

These children cultivated the world beautifully.
Much better and more beautifully than the other gods.

No one thought it would become a problem.

Many gods rose up in protest
About the children's actions.

They complained that while they clearly existed,
These non-divine beings were meddling in their affairs.

But the children merely felt wronged.

How was cleaning up garbage the gods never bothered with
Any different from being accused of touching others' belongings?

They expressed their grievances,
But such things would never work on arrogant gods.

The gods spouted nonsense about the children
Not understanding their grand intentions, and only sought to blame them.

When almost all the gods rose up in protest,
Someone had to take responsibility,

And naturally, that someone
Became the Goddess of Life.

The children were greatly angered.

Why should their mother take responsibility
For the gods' mistakes?

What had the gods done
While their mother worked so hard?

They asked the gods with tears of blood
If caring for the world was such a grave sin,
But the decision remained unchanged.

She was banished.

To the place where all the living beings
She loved so dearly resided.

And the children followed.
Saying they wouldn't live where their mother wasn't.

Even after being exiled, she loved all living beings.
Regardless of their race.

However, it seems the gods disliked even that.

The gods began to seduce humans.
With sweet words, powerful strength, and legendary weapons.

Thus, they made humans look up to them
Instead of her.

As this situation continued,
She became a goddess gradually forgotten in human memory.

This is her story.

***

"So, that's how it happened."

"..."

"Mother seems to be fine now,
But I—we—are not yet."

I couldn't speak carelessly.

The way she brought up such matters so casually
Seemed too familiar, and also painful.

"Has your curiosity been satisfied?
Then let's get started."

"With what...?"

"Didn't you come to make a contract?"

"..."

"I don't think someone would come all the way to the spirit realm
Without intending to make a contract."

I had no such intention.
I just wanted to take the spirit stone.

"W-wait, are you serious?"

"What's the problem, Ignil?"

"He's human! The ones who mistreated us back then!
They don't even know who their benefactors are!!"

"Is there a problem?
This one isn't from this world to begin with."

"That's right, and besides, it's not easy to find
A contractor who harbors hostility toward the gods."

"No, Wolf, why are you agreeing too?!"

Ignil seemed displeased about something,
But the other spirit kings all seemed to be in agreement.

Without even asking for my opinion, the actual person involved.

"I didn't come here to make a contract."

"...What?!"

"Oh, really?"

"What do you mean?"

Various reactions came back.
Though one seemed quite pleased.

Honestly, there wasn't a single disadvantage
For me in making a contract,

But I had no choice.

The only way to release a spirit from a spirit stone
Was to contract with that spirit,

And one could only make a contract with a spirit once.

When I carefully explained my situation to them,
They seemed willing to let it go,
But they didn't really seem convinced.

To leave them, who were spirit kings,
And contract with a lower-ranked spirit instead.

It could be perceived as disrespectful.

As the awkward silence continued,
Plante slowly approached me and handed something over.

"...Here, a spirit stone."

"...Thank you."

"...If you hold it and wish earnestly,
A spirit suited to you will emerge..."

"..."

"...This is my gift."

What she handed me was a yellow leaf.
A leaf wrapped in yellow energy.

"It will protect you once."

"Thank you."

Just as I was feeling somewhat moved by her
Giving me a gift so nonchalantly,

The remaining three approached me.

"Well, I'll give you mine too."

"Me as well."

"..."

Just as their gift offensive ended,
My consciousness began to blur again.

It felt like countless lights were flickering in my eyes.

As I grabbed my head and bent over,
I could hear the voices of the other spirit kings.

"...go...ing?"

"Any...way...meet...again."

"...you..."

And with those sounds, all light went out.

***

Radiant white light.
Raging, swirling flames.
Knife-like winds that seemed to tear flesh.

All of this was coming from a single girl.

And the opponent who was effortlessly countering those attacks,

Despite the nauseating, terrible energy
And the putrid smell emanating from him,

His appearance was that of a pure-looking boy.
Because the smile never left his face.

He was smiling.
Even after doing those things, he was smiling.

Hearing people's screams,
Tearing apart people's bodies,

That unchanging smile
Was something Silvia found extremely distasteful.

An ice spear formed in her hand
And was immediately launched.

Followed by her leap forward.

It was a speed impossible for ordinary people,
But her spirits made it possible.

The boy, who had been watching all this,
Fell into confusion.

"Isn't a contract with spirits supposed to be a one-time thing?
Whatever method you used, it's cheating!!"

"Who said that?"

"What do you mean?"

"That I contracted with these children."

"...?"

The boy couldn't understand.
Wasn't she using spirit power, so naturally she had contracted?

It wasn't unreasonable to think so.
That was the common understanding.

And Silvia was a child who transcended common sense.

"I haven't contracted with any spirit.
These ones simply lend me their power."

"...You didn't...contract?"

"That's right, unlike you,
I have many friends and family."

"..."

"That means I have more to protect,
So naturally I sought power."

"..."

"So there's no way I would lose to you—"

Something was off.
Silvia, with senses keener than ordinary people,
Couldn't have missed it.

The boy's demeanor had changed once again.

"...So, in the end, it's about talent?"

"What are you talking—"

"This is why I don't like humans."

As he said this and raised his head again,
One of his eyes had turned completely black.

Almost as if a hole had been punched through it.

Silvia momentarily flinched at the sight
Of a pupil that seemed to cover everything,

And the boy didn't miss it.

His voice suddenly moved to her ear.

"What...!"

"You people irritate me."

She went flying.
After being struck in the ribs.

Despite hitting the ground after flying through the air,
She couldn't control her momentum and rolled three times
Before her body finally stopped.

She quickly raised her head,
But the boy was already gone.

"Isn't it your daily routine to stand above others
And look down on them?"

And the boy's voice came from behind her.
Along with another impact.

Her head was slammed into the ground,
And the hand on the back of her head continued to press down.

"Ugh..."

"And then when you're nice to those below you once in a while,
They become your dogs, barking happily for you."

The spirits around her tried to help her
Using every method possible, but it was useless.

The black energy surrounding the boy
Absorbed every attack that came his way.

"Isn't life fun for you?
Don't your eyes naturally curve when looking at us?
Because it's enjoyable?!"

"..."

"Aren't you sneering at those who try hard
But still can't catch up to even me?!"

The boy was furious.
For some reason, he was enraged.

It was like the wailing of a child.

And Silvia's answer to his outburst,
The answer of a princess who received the most dignified and polite education, was:

"What do you want me to do? I was born this way."

"...What?"

"If you don't like it, you should have worked harder.
Instead of disparaging talented people.
Am I wrong?"

It was the most irritating answer in the world.

Ch.77 - Flower Garden
Envy.

The feeling of coveting what others have,
Or the intense hostility and hatred that arises from it.

One of the seven sins committed by humans
And one of the most vile emotions a person can feel.

The orange-haired boy bearing this name
Looks down at the elf pinned beneath him.

If it had been someone else, he would have simply killed them.
Or perhaps he might have spared them without killing.

But her words just now echo in his ears.

"...Haha, are you telling me to try harder?"

"Kuh...yes."

"What more should I do? Try harder, you mean?
Have you ever imagined the efforts
Of those beneath you?"

As he speaks, he tightens his grip.

The ground beneath the elf begins to crack
And simultaneously, her face contorts in pain.

Yet her words remain unchanged.
Her heart, too, remains steadfast.

"Rather...I've never...not thought about it."

"...Have geniuses like you ever considered
The efforts of the slow learners,
Of ordinary people?"

"Isn't that obvious?"

After saying this, she slowly begins to rise.

Not because the boy's grip had loosened,
But through her own strength, she was standing up.

"H-how...?"

"Effort...is not your exclusive product."

Finally shaking off the hand that had been gripping her head,
The elf's words resound through the air.

Behind her, now at a distance,
A gentle breeze begins to blow.

"If people have goals they wish to achieve,
It's only natural that geniuses exist in those fields as well."

"...Are you boasting?"

"No, I'm saying that even those without talent
Shouldn't be told to do nothing."

"..."

"They make efforts, countless times."

"...That's true of all living beings—"

Before the boy can finish speaking,
The elf shakes her head.

Her eyes show pity for the boy
Who seems to have misunderstood her words.

Behind her, the breeze still gently blows.

"Of course, everyone makes efforts.
But most of them do it to make excuses."

"...?"

"They say, 'I invested all this time,
Yet got different results than those above me.'

They make efforts to blame their failure
On differences in talent, not on themselves."

"..."

"And only a very small number of them
Make genuine efforts and achieve results.

Their efforts are fundamentally different."

As she continues speaking, flames
Begin to rise from her right hand.

From her left hand, in succession,
Cold ice crystals drip down.

"While those I mentioned earlier are eating,
The others are making efforts.

When those people are sleeping,
The others never stop their efforts.

When they meet friends, embrace women,
Fall in love, and feel happiness,

The others are still making efforts."

"...And if they hit a wall?
Doesn't all their time become meaningless—"

"It's not meaningless."

She firmly cuts off the boy's venomous rebuttal.

By now, sparks were crackling
Around her feet,

And wooden vines were
Writhing around her.

And still,
The wind continued to blow behind her.

"Certainly, effort may be a continuous pain.

You must temper yourself without rest
And hammer yourself repeatedly.

That doesn't guarantee you'll reach
The results you seek.

Sometimes you fail, sometimes
The outcome isn't favorable.

Walking steadily, endlessly on a path
Whose end you cannot see.

That is effort,
And that is the life they've chosen.

So do those who don't walk that path
Have the right to deny them?

I declare, they absolutely do not.

No one in this world can deny
The efforts of those who have lived that way.

The results reached through effort may be meaningless,
But the process of having made the effort is never meaningless.

Anyone who has made even a single genuine effort
Could not deny these words..."

"...What are you trying to say?"

"As I thought, you're just a fool who blames geniuses
Without having made proper efforts yourself.

Isn't that right? Dullard."

No more words followed.
Because the boy charged first.

But a terrible cry was heard.

From the boy whose eyes had now
Turned completely black, unlike before.

"I...didn't...make...■■...efforts?!"

"Now you can't even properly mimic
Human speech, you monster."

She didn't back down either.
She had made efforts too, after all.

She never became arrogant.
She never delayed her growth by relying on her power.

When others praised her as having the greatest talent,
She trained herself, her very being.

Because she wanted to be proud of herself.

"You're going to die!
No, I won't kill you...
I'll keep you alive and throw you to the trolls!!"

"Indeed, your personality is as
Pathetic as your thinking."

The boy charges forward.
Darkness remains where he passes.

With each of his footsteps,
The grass and soil scream in agony.

Even spirits avoid the places
Where his breath mingles with the air.

Yet she doesn't dodge.

Instead, she makes her flames burn more fiercely
And grows her ice crystals even larger.

The sparks that had been rising from her feet
Now course throughout her entire body.

She accelerates.
Forward.

The subtle electric current dominating her body
Stimulates her nervous system,

Maximizing all her reaction speed and dynamic vision,

And the wind that had been continuously blowing behind her
Wraps around her body, increasing her speed.

Yet the flames in her right hand
Don't waver at all.

Rather, aided by the wind, they grow larger.

Along the path she runs,
Tree roots spring up,

And they all turn toward her
Before launching forward.

Like an army.

They collide.
Darkness against a spectrum of colors.

A single impact occurs,
And the two are thrown far apart.

Normally, Silvia should have fallen.

The difference in power between her and the boy
Was that significant.

However, the spirits around her wouldn't allow it.

All the spirits shared the impact on her body equally,
Forcibly maintaining her ability to fight.

Of course, even so, the gap in power
Could never be closed.

But she couldn't give up.
At least, that's what she and the spirits thought.

"...What? How could you withstand that?"

"..."

"You should have lost consciousness!
Even if not, your limbs should have broken!"

And it wasn't completely ineffective.

At the very least, the boy was sufficiently shocked
That she hadn't fallen after this single exchange.

If it had been an ordinary opponent, they might have thought
She was hiding some power.

Otherwise, she couldn't have withstood the previous exchange.

If that were the case, it would have been favorable for her.
She could have bought some time.

But her opponent wasn't an ordinary boy.
He was just a severely twisted one.

"So...it's because of that again?"

"...What are you—"

"Taaaaleeent!!!"

Black liquid flows from the boy's dark eyes.

Too thick to be tears,
And not blood by its color and scent.

Just looking at it caused discomfort,
And its smell alone created disgust in one's heart.

Such was this liquid.

Whether the boy knew or didn't know
That such a thing was flowing from his eyes,
He continued to scream at the top of his lungs.

"Again...again...! It's talent!
Agaaaain!!!!"

"...Has he gone mad?"

"It's always been like this! What's the point of effort,
What's the point of dedicating time!!"

"..."

"You people...always naturally accomplish
Things that shouldn't be possible."

Something rises behind the boy.
From where his footprints remain.

Sprouts grow,
Stems rise,
Flowers bloom.

What was disturbing was that
They were all deep black in color.

And at the center of each flower
Were saw-like teeth.

"Have you ever felt inferior?
Have you ever looked up to someone?
Or have you ever been to the bottom?"

"...What are you trying to do?"

"I'm envious, of those above me.
I'm so, so envious and jealous that I could go mad."

The boy snaps his fingers.
Black fingers.

As his two fingers snap with a crisp sound,
The flowers behind him smile.

An ominous smile, as if their mouths might tear.

At the same time, the flower stems extend
And the flower teeth point somewhere.

The direction wasn't fixed.
All those flowers pointed in different directions.

And there was one common element
In all the places where those flowers stopped.

Places where elves and knights were.
All the flowers were pointing at them.

"So I want to have it.
Even if I have to steal what isn't mine."

"What...!"

As the boy snaps his fingers again,
The flowers open their mouths wide.

And when they close again,
A corpse remains there.

A heap of spite born from hatred.
Green with envy.

"Ugh...ahhh!"

"The...neck is gone...!"

"The deputy commander's head was eaten..."

Despite the horrific screams in response,
The boy's face looked incredibly happy.

"Now, I can have it too."

"..."

Wearing a pure smile that perfectly matched his appearance,
He was simply smiling as if he was happy,

"...Die."

Unlike him, there was a woman who couldn't smile.

Ch.78 - Fate
"Kyaaaah!!!"

"My... my arm...!!"

Someone's arm is torn off, and another person's head disappears.

"F-fire, someone light a fire...!"

"It's useless!! The fire won't catch and just falls away!!"

"Try another spell! Where are all the mages...!"

"It's... useless...! Magic doesn't work!!"

"What the hell...! What are these flowers anyway?!"

No matter what magic they use, it not only fails to reach the flowers, but the magic itself seems to avoid them.

"C-captain...! They can be cut at least, I think—aaaagh!!"

"Damn it, everyone grab your weapons!! Evacuating the wounded is our priority!"

"The vines are blocking the path...!"

Vines growing from the flower stems grab their ankles.

The screaming never stops.

Blood spreads and screams echo everywhere.

"Kill them all!!"

"You always looked down on me, didn't you?!"

"D-deputy captain? How did you—aaaargh!!"

To make matters worse, even people who were showing strange symptoms have broken free from their restraints and are running wild.

The chaos doubles, and the pain intensifies severely.

The fact that the blades of those who were comrades until recently are now pointed at them—

That alone was enough to cloud the judgment of even the most level-headed knights.

But even in the midst of all this, there is someone who laughs.

"What's so funny that you're grinning like that...!"

"How could I not laugh at such a sight?"

The five-colored charge doesn't stop.

Root-like tendrils were still pursuing her like spears,

Ice crystals were shooting sharply from her left hand,

A flame in the shape of a sword flickered in her right hand, dragging along the ground,

Yellow light crackled like lightning all over her body,

And from her eyes flowed an unprecedented killing intent.

If anyone with even a little knowledge of spirits or magic had seen this sight, they would have immediately fallen backward in shock.

What Silvia was accomplishing now was that unbelievable.

Handling the power of multiple spirits without even forming contracts with them.

And all of them were powers that only high-level spirit users could handle.

However, the expression of the person achieving this remarkable feat was not particularly bright.

"Hahaha, your expression is more entertaining than before!!"

"..."

Clearly, her power was strong. This was an objective assessment, not a subjective one.

She had wrapped fire and ice around both hands, enhanced her speed with wind throughout her body, and improved her dynamic vision and reaction speed to match.

Even if her attacks failed, there were trees following behind her.

And yet, why? Why couldn't she reach the opponent before her?

"I can see you're slowing down now. Too many thoughts in your head?"

"Ugh..."

Suddenly she feels a voice behind her and the impact of flesh tearing on her back.

As she collapses to the ground, something digs deep into her leg.

"Ah...ugh...!"

"Now you won't be able to move around so annoyingly."

Looking up, she saw her foot had been pierced by the boy's arm,

And from her wound came terrible pain and the sound of something corroding.

But the boy didn't stop there.

For a moment, a red gleam seemed to flash in the boy's black eyes,

Then he immediately raised his other hand and directed it toward her face.

To crush her face. To compress it.

"Guh...hnngh!!"

"Huh?"

But what the boy wanted did not come to pass.

Somehow she had managed to pull out his hand, which he was certain had been firmly embedded.

Turning his head to see what happened, he saw that beneath where her leg had been pinned, the ground was deeply excavated.

"Ah~ You dug into the ground and pulled your leg out through that space?"

"...You catch on quickly."

"Well, even so, you won't be able to move with that leg—"

The boy's words were cut off mid-sentence,

Because she was standing there looking perfectly fine.

It should have been impossible.
It absolutely should have been.

The boy hadn't just pierced her leg.

He had injected his energy into it, dissolving her wound.

And that energy had definitely seeped into her body.

So, normally, she absolutely should not have been able to stand.

"...How can you stand?"

"Your energy is quite potent. It took this much time despite my best efforts."

As she spoke, she casually extended her leg,

And only then could the boy observe it.

A faintly glowing green energy had gathered around her leg.

Like some kind of sac.

The power of that mysterious energy didn't stop there.

The boy's dark, murky energy was slowly, very slowly, being drawn out.

Into that bluish-green energy.

"Haha... the spirits must really care for you. That energy of mine doesn't usually come out easily."

"Why, are you jealous? I can understand, since you seem like someone who will never be loved by anyone."

"Don't talk nonsense!!"

The boy immediately tried to charge at her but stopped in his tracks.

The reason was simple.

"Huh...huff..."

"What is this...?"

"You...you killed my family!!!"

It was because of an arrow that flew past the boy's ear.

Looking back, he saw a male elf drawing another arrow and aiming,

And before the astonished boy could move, attacks rained down from yet another direction,

And after barely ducking to avoid them, the boy raised his head and asked:

"And who are you...?"

"All troops!! Rally, knights of the Empire!! The enemy is just one person!!"

The knight who had been called captain earlier, with white hair and beard.

His slash attack had rushed toward the boy.

The boy immediately tried to control the people he had infused with his power.

Was it to use them as meat shields?
Or to cause confusion?

No one knew the boy's purpose, but it was clearly not a bad move.

However, nothing happened.

The boy's energy couldn't be felt anywhere,

Rather, it seemed as if the energy he had scattered was slowly returning to him.

"Haha, did you kill them all? All those people...?!"

"Not eliminated, but sacrificed. Sacrifices to kill you...!!"

As soon as those words ended, the old man in front of him pointed his sword at the boy.

A blade so fierce.
His gaze sharpening to match it.

Moisture gathered at the corners of his eyes.
In the eyes of the man who had stabbed his comrades.

Finally, as a single tear rolled down his face, the remaining knights followed behind him.

All with one mind, they looked at the old knight's back and at the boy.

They rose with resentment toward the boy and pride in the knight.

Vengeance burned for the friends they had been with until recently.

Sorrow exploded for the families they had shared meals with just moments ago.

All those sparks of resentment were directed at none other than the boy,

Yet the boy who received all those gazes seemed unfazed.

Just standing there, frozen in place.

And Silvia, who had been watching him continuously, thought this was her chance.

*In the middle of a battle, one shouldn't get distracted...*

"...This is ridiculous."

But the boy's frozen body moved, and quite violently at that.

As if something inside him was trying to burst out.

"I really hate this, when weak things don't know their place and stir things up."

"...Wh-what!!"

"If you're weak, shouldn't you just endure and endure and endure? Shouldn't you just accept the fate given to you? Why don't you all!! Do that!!"

Finally, something burst through the boy's shoulder, tearing it apart.

Flashing with a hideous light that seemed not of this world.

"Ugh...!"

"Wh-what is that...?"

"Uweeeeek!!"

Those who saw it, regardless of race, all took steps back,

And among them were some who couldn't hold back their vomit.

What the boy had pulled out was a simple tentacle.
A transparent tentacle, so clear that everything inside was visible.

Compared to what the boy had done or shown until now, this should have been minor.

However, the reason they were reacting this way was...

"H-how can a person...!"

"W-wait, it's moving..."

"Is it... alive?!"

There were people inside it.
No, there were many people.

Their scalps had melted, showing not just their hair but their white skulls clearly visible,

One side of their faces completely crushed, eyeballs popped out and stretched long,

People with shoulders not torn off but dislocated and stretched long, long.

All these people were gathered in one place.

All those people were packed and packed into the small tentacle, forming a tower.

And they moved.
They were small, but they were definitely moving.

After the momentary shock at the scene unfolding before them,

The boy's words followed.

"You are weak. Weak and pathetic. So you should submit to me.

And contrary to what you hope, this situation will never be reversed.

That is the fate of the weak and the privilege and talent that only the strong possess.

So, you should just die here."

With the boy's aura completely changed from before, no one dared to move rashly.

Even the knights who prided themselves on their abilities occasionally fainted,

And even Silvia herself was barely moving with the help of spirits.

The boy's orange hair had somehow turned black,

And his blackened eyes were flashing red.

"...What nonsense."

"...Hey, this isn't the time for you to step in...!"

"Move aside."

And someone pushes aside the silver-armored knights who had been standing there blankly.

A very flexible shadow passes between the beautifully moonlit armors.

"...Honestly, I was half-doubtful when I heard the voice from afar. No, rather, I didn't want to believe it."

"...Jenison?"

"I never imagined it would really be you... I'm not sure if I should be happy about this."

Even Silvia's voice interrupting couldn't stop him.

"It's been a really long time, Number 8...!"

"Kekeke, has it really been so long?! Senior."

The reunion of a very, very old connection was not something that a mere long-lived species could prevent.

Ch.79 - 8th
"You bastards, is that all you've got?!"

"No, sir!!"

These pathetic bastards are making a fuss in unison.

Both the ones barking nonsense
And the ones accepting that nonsense.

"You were chosen as the Empire's moons!
And this, this is all you can do?!"

"Aaaagh!!"

"W-wait, don't push...!"

Behind the dull sound of club strikes,
The sound of bones breaking spreads in succession.

The instructor, who beats children mercilessly
Under the guise of training them to endure torture,
Never loses his smile.

Of course, there are many complaints.
Unless you have unusual tastes,
No child enjoys being beaten.

Yet no one dares to rebel.

If you carelessly lash out at him,
Other instructors will surely join in.

And he doesn't beat people indiscriminately.
If he did, he couldn't avoid warnings from his superiors.

He only uses violence disguised as discipline
Against those who fail to properly follow their instructions.

"Hehe, how are you, senior!"

"...Got beaten again, I see."

"Today he didn't hit me much, I tell ya!"

And so today too, while secretly hurling
A barrelful of curses in my mind,
I sat quietly crumpled in a corner
When a boy approached me.

A boy with distinctive, fluttering orange hair.

I don't know his name.
Those instructor bastards brought us here as they pleased,
So how would we know each other's names?

They called us by numbers.
Numbers assigned by height order.

"...Why do you call me senior?
Why not call me Number 6 like the others?"

"Well, lower numbers mean senior, ya know~"

"...It's just a height difference."

The name they called me was Number 6,
And this orange-haired boy was...

"Besides, you're actually better than me
In skills, ain't ya? That makes you my senior!"

"...Do as you please."

This boy wasn't particularly skilled,
But he was quite good with words.

"S-senior! This is delicious!
It's really delicious!!"

"...Please eat quietly."

Even though it was just a common street skewer,
He devoured it as if it were a delicacy.

"Senior! I survived too!
Now I can work with you!"

"...I thought for sure you'd be dead."

"What kind of reaction is that?!
Aren't you happy I survived?"

"Ah...no, I am happy."

Even on the day of our "graduation"

He somehow survived and smiled
With that innocent-looking grin.

"Haha, sorry, senior!
I really didn't want to do this!"

"You...fucking bastard..."

"I truly think it's unfortunate,
You were a good person, senior...
But what could I do?"

That day, at the end of my second life,

The name of this boy who stabbed me in the back
Yet never lost his smile was...

"Mother ordered me to do it, ya know, hehe."


"Y-you, son of a..."

"See you again, senior?"



Number 8, he was Number 8.
The eighth child who always wore a smile.

***

Silence suddenly envelops the battlefield
Where shouting had raged just moments ago.

Neither the elf who screamed after losing family,
Nor the knight who raged after losing comrades,
Nor the princess who watched it all,

None of them could easily open their mouths.

Right in front of them stood the monster
In the form of a boy they had just confronted.

And beside them was another boy
Walking steadily toward that monster.

The knights tried to stop him.

Saying how could he throw away his life so carelessly
When he was still young with a bright future ahead.

But they couldn't catch him.
Though they seemed to touch him, they didn't.

For whatever reason,
Not a single one could even grab his sleeve.

After passing through the knights' reach with ease,
He stopped in front of the boy.

Only when there was barely enough space
To fit a hand between them did he stop advancing.

Despite the disgustingly writhing
Flesh right in front of him,
His expression didn't change at all.

He just kept staring at the boy.

"Don't feel like explaining?"

"Senior, it's been so long!
Remember I said we'd meet again?"

"Why you betrayed me back then,
Why you're still alive here,
Why you've become like this."

"I knew you'd be fine
Even after going through that!"

"Are you not going to explain?"

At Jenison's words, the boy just
Chuckled quietly with suppressed laughter.

As if he genuinely found
This situation too funny to bear.

"Kekek, senior... you still
Can't act worth a damn, can ya?"

"..."

"You already know everything, don't ya?
Whatever you're guessing is probably right!"

"..."

"Oh, come to think of it, I don't think
I ever told you my name, did I?"

The boy steps back and
Raises his right hand, then lowers it.

Like a magician's farewell bow
After finishing a performance.

A tentacle filled with flesh follows
His moving right hand,
Making for quite a grotesque sight.

And following this grotesque appearance,
The boy's smile, completely out of place,
Continues to spread.

"From the Moon Cult, member of the Seven Deadly Sins!
I hold the seat of Envy, Jeal!"


And once again,
Following that smile comes
A chilling self-introduction.

***

"Wow, senior, I gotta say,
You really are something else!"

"..."

"I heard that normal humans from that dimension
Would have been corrupted by peace
And broken down long ago!"

"..."

"But how did you endure?
You've held up much better than expected!"

I stare at the face of the guy
Chirping excitedly in front of me.

Inhuman black eyes welcome me,
With red light glowing within them.

"That's why we stepped in!
Even praying to gods other than Mother!"

"..."

"But the result was good anyway.
You continued to be miserable, after all."

"..."

"But!! Why are you still!!
Not, broken, yet?!!"

His red eyes draw closer to me,
His steps showing no hesitation.

He still wears that grinning face,
Tilting his head with a sinister smile.

"Whenever you seemed about to have
A stable life, we interfered somehow?"

"..."

"Not just me, but all of us
Interfered with you, ya know?"

"..."

"How are you still not going mad
And enduring all this?"

Something taps my shoulder.
Tok, tok.

I slightly raise my head to see a smashed eyeball.
An eyeball not completely pulled out but sagging.

I hear groaning.
Final pleas begging to be saved.

All these things gathered in one place,
Merged into a single tentacle,

And now, it's
Resting on my shoulder.

"Humans should be weak, ya know?
Weak enough to go mad from death?"

"..."

"Why are you different, senior?
Why don't you go mad?"

The boy's eyes grow more intense.
The red eyes start to become murky.

"Ah, I'm so envious,
Senior is strong everywhere...
I'm even envious of that."

"...Is that all?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

The inhuman madness that had been
Thickly spread around was momentarily interrupted,

As everyone present
Widened their eyes.

They couldn't help it, given the sight before them.

"Hya... it's been quite a while since I've seen that?"

"...Number 8."

The tentacle that had grown from the boy's shoulder,
So disgusting just to look at,

Was cut in half and floated in the air.

Nine Moonlit Swords, Third Form:
Eyebrow Moon Slash.


A beautiful crescent moon, flipped upside down,
Floated buoyantly in the sky,

And accordingly, from the boy's tentacle,
Blood spurted out like a fountain.

"You're still the same, senior!
Not everyone can cut this—"

"You asked how I endured?"

"Huh? What's that suddenly—"

Something brushes past the boy's ear.

Something very small and thin,
But definitely perceptible.

"Oh, this looks familiar—"

"At first, I endured out of resentment.
Trying to figure out what I did wrong
To deserve all this happening to me."

"Wait, hold on,
There seem to be more coming?"

What had merely brushed the boy's ear
Didn't stop there.

It continued to fly.
Without stopping midway.

"After a while, that somehow
Turned into waiting.

"Whoa, there are more than I thought!"

"Wondering when this endless cycle
Would finally come to an end."

Something continuously fired
Rushed toward the boy's body,

And even after quite some time, the speed
Far from stopping, only accelerated,

Making it a truly astonishing sight
For all those watching.

But it wasn't enough yet.

The boy who was receiving all of them
Still had a smile lingering on his face.

As if no one could touch
The boy's smile.

"Senior, I admit you're an amazing human!
Anyone would admit that!"

"..."

"But that's just at a human level!!
Humans with weak bodies and minds!"

"..."

"How much mana do you have left?
You seem tired of creating blades!"

Jeal's composure had a reason.

The Seven Deadly Sins, the cult's high-ranking officials,
Knew everything about him—his abilities, limits, mana capacity,
All information related to him.

Perhaps it's only natural.
The most important person for their purpose
Was none other than Jenison.

One should always thoroughly investigate their target.

And finally, the information he knew
Told him that Jenison's mana was about to hit bottom.

The attacks that had been flying indiscriminately
Just moments ago had stopped as if nothing had happened.

"Haha, what will you do now—"

"Listen to the end of what I'm saying."

"Eh?"

But something was strange.
By now, he should have been
Breathing heavily.

He should have been exhausted,
Having depleted all his mana.

"And now, it's vengeance."

"..."

"Probably, definitely, vengeance.
And a very deep one at that."

But he was fine.
No, he even seemed more energetic.

As if he hadn't consumed
A single bit of mana.

Seeing his unexpected appearance,
The boy's body momentarily froze,

And Jenison's hand moves once more.
Specifically, his right hand.

"Haha... isn't that a technique I know too?
I think I've seen it before—"

"If you learned well back then, you might be able to block or dodge it."


If you still remember the teachings of those humans
Whom you dismissed as inferior and weak.

Immediately after those words, the battle began.

A battle between darkness deeper than before
And the moon, not brilliant but softly glowing.

Ch.80 - Dragon's Language
"...What am I looking at right now?"

"I... I don't know either."

"Is that boy facing it alone? Against that monster?"

Some wounded knights look around at the surrounding area, already in complete disarray.

The thick smell of blood and hideous corpses don't match the beautiful moonlight and night sky.

Survivors struggle to escape from mysterious black plants.

And in the middle of that terrible battlefield, their sounds echo through the forest.

The sounds of battle, of combat.

"Senior?! You talked big, but you're falling far short of my expectations?!"

"Don't worry, I can still kill someone like you...!"

Black, viscous, and disgusting just to look at—truly a monster straight out of stories.

And unlike it, a boy with obsidian-like deep, beautiful blackness.

There wasn't a single person who wasn't amazed watching these two fight.

Flashes of light sparkle and the sound of something colliding rings out clearly.

Many small blades cut through the air, followed by large tentacles rushing forward.

Slashing, cutting, stabbing, striking down.
Throwing, feinting, combo attacks, and more.

Countless fighting techniques appear freely from their bodies.

All of them lethal attacks.

Normally, one of them should have died by now in such a fight.

But they hadn't. And their attacks didn't stop either.

Compared to the countless slashes cutting through the air, blood droplets spray out only occasionally.

Almost touching but not quite, or being blocked by something when they do connect.

It was a fight, a battle, a war between them that captivated everyone watching.

"...All troops, draw your swords."

"What? Why suddenly—"

"Are we knights, or are we ruffians?"

And there were many who were inspired by that battle.

The enthusiasm of that battle reached even the knights who had lost their fighting spirit upon seeing the monster's appearance.

"Are you foolish and conscienceless enough to leave avenging your comrades to someone else?"

"But so many of us against one...!"

"Is that really the reason? Why we're standing still right now?"

"..."

"Why not be honest? Say that you're scared, that you're afraid."

"..."

"Being afraid is nothing to be ashamed of. Perhaps that boy is extraordinary. After all, he's showing no fear in a situation where one misstep means death."

As he spoke, the knight commander removed his steel helmet and smiled, determination visible in his eyes.

A solemn resolve that didn't suit the eyes of such an aged man.

"However, we cannot be like that. Because we've lost comrades, because we are knights."

"..."

"To face those who died before us with dignity, now is not the time for us to be afraid."

"..."

"It's time to overcome that fear and charge at that thing."

The knight commander walks forward with heavy steps, dragging his visibly heavy sword.

He moves toward the battlefield, struggling with the armor covering his aged body.

"And isn't it ridiculous? That someone called a knight commander is afraid."

"C-Commander!!"

"W-wait just a—"

"You don't have to follow me. This is my responsibility as a leader and my own stubbornness."

Finally, he advanced.
Even though his blade was trembling.

And he tried to strike down.
Along with his hesitation.

The blade everyone saw would have been beautiful until the very end.

***

Right, no, left.
The direction the tentacles are coming from.

I was certain as I positioned my blade, but there was no way my blade would connect.

The moment I was certain of the direction, it changed course with insane reflexes, while simultaneously attacking from elsewhere.

But I couldn't just stand still.

At this rate, it was clear as day that I would be the one to die eventually.

The proof was the monster's body without a single wound—even where my blade had been embedded just moments ago, no wound was visible.

Probably its regeneration speed was much faster than others.

Unlike me, as long as I didn't know the limits of that ability that didn't even use mana,

I had to settle this as quickly as possible.

Somehow, I needed to find an opportunity in this exchange of attacks.

And that moment came to me faster than expected.

As soon as I spotted several tentacles with disrupted trajectories coming from the right,

I threw a throwing dagger at those tentacles, which they barely avoided by moving.

And the tentacles that were already on crooked paths,

"Oh my?"

Started getting more tangled. Like a spider web.

"This has gotten quite tangled... It'll take some time to untangle—"

"You don't think I'm going to give you that time, do you?"

"Haha, of course not..."

Just barely grazing my fingers, I start slashing wildly, ignoring the tentacles.

I focus only on targeting vital points, not caring if my fingers get cut off.

Eyes, carotid artery, chest, liver, ribs.
I stabbed at each part in turn, but

Number 8 didn't even flinch.

Rather, ignoring all of that, it only attempted to attack me.

Like a zombie, it kept pushing forward endlessly.

"Haha, Senior seems to have gotten much weaker. I guess this life was a bit too comfortable?"

"..."

Then the creature touched its wound and spoke to me again in a truly bright voice.

With a voice that seemed like the embodiment of purity.

A voice that didn't match these tentacles that kept flying at me endlessly.

"When I saw you were born into a duke's family in this life, I really worried about how to interfere."

"..."

"But it's a duke's family, right? A place not even a servant can easily enter. So I was planning to wipe out the entire duke's family, but fortunately, the duke took care of it himself, didn't he?"

"..."

"After that, it was simple! I just needed to eliminate your mental support, and you would fall apart on your own!"

"...What?"

In that moment, my rapidly spinning mind froze, and my body, which had been responding diligently, paused briefly.

The price was clear.

My unresponsive body flew far away and crashed into a corner.

"Kuh...cough...!"

"Well, I didn't really like that method. It wasn't about tormenting you, Senior!"

"..."

"But what could I do? It was a majority decision, that's all!"

I heard the sound of bones breaking.
The bones inside my body.

From the pain alone, I couldn't tell exactly which parts were broken.

Every part of my body was screaming from accumulated fatigue and pain.

Normally, I wouldn't have moved rashly in this situation.

I would have been more calm, talking or doing something else to buy time and find the weak point.

If I had done that, I could have continued fighting more stably.

Yet I stood up reflexively.
Like the words that spontaneously came out of my mouth.

"...What did you say?"

"Honestly, I thought it would be difficult to approach the duke's wife, you know?"

"What... did you say? I asked."

"I was able to approach much more easily than expected, so the plan progressed a bit faster!"

The words from its mouth were not the answer to my desperate question.

Just as it was saying whatever it wanted to say, another tentacle sprouted from the opposite shoulder.

Another tentacle made from what was once human.

"Don't worry, Senior. I'm only planning to take your limbs!"

"What... did you say...!"

It comes flying.
The creature's mass of tentacles.

I tried to dodge, but my body wouldn't move, and my hands didn't have the strength left to block that overwhelming mass.

The tentacles that had somehow reached right in front of me.

Even when I instinctively closed my eyes, it didn't answer my question.

I didn't feel the fear of dying.
Limbs could be remade, after all.

I was just annoyed.
At my body that wouldn't move.
At my unusually confused mind.

So I shouted.
With this churning emotion I couldn't identify.

"WHAT DID YOU SAY?!!!"

"Noisy."

And again, two colors appeared before me.

Cold and heat,
Blue and red,

Such opposing energies combined in front of me, grabbing the tentacles.

"If you're in battle, focus only on the battle."

"...Princess?"

And the woman who appeared before me had hair the color of jade, as if embracing all those contradictions.

***

"Princess, why are you here...?"

"Am I not allowed to be here?"

"No, that's not it, but..."

I wasn't the only one surprised by her sudden appearance before me.

I could feel several gazes from around us.

"...This is quite a dangerous place for the Princess to be."

"It's fine. That's not for you to worry about."

"...That's not what I—"

"You."

My words are cut off by her, and simultaneously her words are cut off.

"You need to recover. Until then, I can buy you time."

"..."

"I'm not the only one thinking this right now."

Saying that, she extended her finger to point in one direction,

And in that direction, the black fleshy tentacles that had been rushing at me until just now

Were dancing with a silver hilt and blade that shone beautifully even in the moonlight.

And quite desperately at that.

"Haha, I'm not interested in old men!"

"Shut up, you monster...!"

The knight commander performing an excellent sword dance that didn't match his age,

And the creature effortlessly blocking it while looking this way.

That grinning face still hasn't lost its smile.

Enviably so.

"...Ha, envy?"

"...Have you gone mad?"

Ignoring her looking at me like I'm insane, I accelerate my thoughts.

This body that can't move a finger,
These muscles that are still screaming,
These bones shattered and broken beyond recognition,

How can I make them move?

And then it came to me.
A way to solve all of this.

There might be some side effects, but what does that matter?

It's a way for me to survive intact and kill that thing.

I quietly call out.

"Move (Mouvior)"

"...Huh?"

A dumbfounded voice was heard nearby, but my attention is focused entirely on my right hand.

My right hand that is moving perfectly fine.

"H-how? The injuries just now were definitely... And this language is...?"

"Move (Mouvior)"

Once more, my legs that had been embedded in a pile of stones rise high into the sky.

"W-wait, Jenison...!"

"Move (Mouvior)"

"Move (Mouvior)..."

"Move (Mouvior)..."

Even though I heard her protests, I didn't stop. No, I couldn't stop.

I wouldn't stop for such trivial words.

Words containing truth,
Words containing mana,
Words containing the phenomenon itself,

The Dragon Language echoed throughout the Great Forest.

Ch.81 - Ripple
My body moves.
And it moves incredibly fast.

It's impossible to imagine this is the same body
that was so powerless just moments ago.

Though I'm clearly moving by my own will,
it feels as if this isn't my body.

Muscles, joints, every nerve in my body
simply moves for me.

≪The effect of the Gray Dragon's Eye has activated.≫
≪You can temporarily use "Dragon Language."≫
≪If used excessively, the dragon's spirit...≫

I ignore the status window chiming
and rise to my feet.

I also pass by the elf in front of me
who looks extremely bewildered.

I instinctively understand.
This is the limit of this body.

Compressed to the limit of limits of limits,
drawing out all the power this body has to offer.

So, somehow I felt like I could do it now.

Just a little, but I felt like I could return
to who I was then, when I was the moon of a nation.

I gather mana in both hands.
Pure and clean mana.

Blue, deep blue mana gathers,
so cool it creates an illusion of coldness.

I continue gathering more and more.
Finally, enough mana to bury both hands.

The masses of mana created this way
looked like moons, so deeply and purely blue.

"...What are you doing?"

"Doesn't it look like the moon to you?"

"What nonsense are you suddenly—"

"A moon reflected in a blue lake."

Ignoring her confused expression,
I place one hand on the ground at my feet.

Just one of my two mana-filled hands.

A blue circle of mana forms beneath me,
rippling as if about to burst at any moment.

Being made of pure mana alone,
it's that much more unstable.

Without perfect control,
it's like a bomb that could explode at any time.

That's what lies beneath my feet right now.

"What are you doing...!"

"What do you mean?"

"Don't you know? If you pour out mana
like that, it will explode...!"

Sure enough, her protests
come from right beside me.

It's dangerous, it might explode.
Don't I know what a mana explosion is?

She tries to stop me with all sorts of warnings.

But my body moves.
As if unafraid of such things.

"W-wait...huh?"

"There's no problem."

"...N-no, how is this possible...!"

Perhaps it's only natural.
My mana control was acknowledged even by that great sage.

How could I have earned such recognition
if I couldn't handle this much mana?

The blue moon (靑月) beneath my feet rippled
but didn't break or scatter,

and it remained unchanged
even when I took a step forward.

Deliberately ignoring the gasp of admiration
from beside me, I take another step.

Then I extend my remaining hand forward.
The hand still holding the round mass of mana.

I compress it.
Gather it.
Into a single point.

The round mana in my hand
gradually collapses and takes shape.

As if erupting toward something,
it points in only one direction,

and what finally rests in my hand
is not the rippling round mana,

but a very thin, long needle-shaped mana
that seems to have become complete through concentration.

I didn't stop there.
I draw up mana once more.

I've already used almost all my mana
to gather this power, but what does that matter?

"Gather (Se Rellier)"

"Again, what language is that..."

When the words from my mouth
embody the phenomenon itself.

Her gaze turns elsewhere, not understanding
the words coming from my mouth.

Perhaps the spirits beside her
have noticed.

All the mana dwelling in the grass, trees, stones, and air
around me is rushing toward me.

"...The forest's mana is dwelling in a human?"

"Circulate (Circuler)"

"...Haha, what is this..."

Leaving her voice of amazement behind,
I draw the gathered mana into my body.

I could feel the mana entering my skin,
my skeleton, even my flowing blood,

and that mana soon
transformed into overflowing magical power.

I take another step forward.
Holding the sharply compressed mana.

And with my remaining hand, I manipulate
the mana to cast a spell.

One of the things I've practiced the most.

I draw a straight line.
I trace a curve.
They blend into one.

Lines meet to form shapes,
and those shapes meet to create specific patterns.

Enchantment Magic [Amplification, Target: Mana]

≪Warning, your body cannot handle the mana.≫
≪Further drawing of mana is not recommend...≫

The mana in my body thrashes wildly.
Both beneath my feet and in my hand.

As if they have wills of their own,
I'm momentarily flustered by their fierce rebellion and control.

But it doesn't take long to control
the storm-like mana.

The difficult parts to control
were resolved by reciting Dragon Language,

and most of the thrashing mana
were all parts I could control myself.

Of course, my body wasn't in good shape.

The backlash began to hit my entire body
from accepting mana beyond my limits.

Blood flows from my eyes,
my head throbs,
and my vision splits into three.

Still, the mana in my hand
doesn't waver at all.

No, thanks to the amplified mana,
it seems even sharper than before.

Even now it rests on my hand,
rippling with blue energy.

Slowly, I aim.
Toward the struggle happening in front.

I see three colors: silver and black.
And the red mixed with them.

The silver armor is stained with blood,
yet not a single drop of blood is on his blade,

while in contrast, the black tentacles
are completely soaked in red blood, dripping,

yet the boy's body shows not a single wound.

An extremely unreasonable,
selfish, and biased fight.

I aim a single blade
toward that fight.

Enchantment Magic [Enhancement, Target: Body]

Basic Magic, Dance of Wind and Dancer

I run,
accelerating my body at incredible speed.

The enhanced body and speed-boosting magic
make this current velocity possible.

With the determination to pierce through everything,
I accelerate my body even more, and more again.

"Ah, senior! I told you to wait..."

"Too late, you idiot."

The guy turns his head sharply toward me,
but it's already too late.

The distance between him and me was just a fist's width,
and my mana was about to touch him.

Contact.
Something definitely made contact.

As soon as my mana touched him,
I heard something explode around us,
smoke filled the air, and the ground shook,

but my attack didn't stop there.

The moment my mana made contact with him,
I completely abandoned control of my mana.

All of it—the spear-like mana in my hand
and the blue mana flowing beneath my feet.

At that moment, a wave rippled through the air,
and all the ground in the Great Forest trembled.

Like a large ripple forming on a calm lake
and spreading far and wide.

Nine Moonlit Swords, Second Form:
Moon Breaker

And the waves that spread far and wide
would shatter even the moon floating on the lake.

Even if it were the blue moon in the night sky.

***

He had no particular thoughts.
Even now, in this moment of battle.

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

"Isn't this too pathetic?
You know you can't win, don't you?"

"..."

"Why not just collapse?
No one will blame you for it."

Even now, as he advised the old man
who kept charging despite bleeding before him.

He had no particular thoughts.
He just truly believed it would be better that way.

He just wanted to quickly finish things here
and complete what he was doing with his "senior."

"Ha... hehehe"

"Why are you laughing?"

That's why he couldn't understand.
The psychology of that old man laughing in the face of death.

The heart of that human who firmly
held his sword despite facing pain.

The will that never faltered
even when his body must feel like a thousand pounds.

The boy simply couldn't understand it.

"...I'm laughing because I pity you."

"Hmm, I think your own situation is pitiful enough—"

"No, that's not it."

The old man's finger pointing at him somehow
seemed heavier than his armor,

felt far more threatening
than the silver sword he was holding,

and was far more irritating
than the face smiling at him.

"...What's with that finger?"

"You don't even know you're a monster,
and now you don't even understand human emotions.

Yet you maintain a human form,
so I laughed because it's so pitiful and childish

that you desire something you can never become."

"...Old man, I think you've gone senile.
I'll kill you and be done with it."

It was a first—feeling this unpleasant
from just a few words.

Was that why?
Why the boy's attention was momentarily focused on him?

Was that the reason?
Why he realized too late
that someone was approaching him?

By the time he turned his head, recognizing
that someone was his senior,

the distance between them
had already become too close.

How?
He was surely incapacitated?

How did he do it?
How did he manage it,
and what effort did it take?

The time was too short to call it effort,
and it's too miraculous to say it was done through sheer will.

Ah, so once again, senior
overcomes another trial.

So easily.
So lightly.

Ah, I'm jealous.
I'm so jealous of you, I can't stand it.

Ch.82 - Second Battle
I can win.
That thought flashed through her mind for an instant.

*...To think I'd feel victory against that monster.*

When she first saw him,
she felt nothing but curiosity.

Even when she noticed he could see spirits,
when she mistakenly thought he was a half-elf,
when she heard rumors about him,
when she told her mother his name,

everything about him
always brought questions to her mind.

For long-lived races like elves with their tedious lives,
the sensation of curiosity was like rain during a drought

and the person who provided it
was just as precious to her.

So, she watched him.

Restraining the typical elven arrogance,
deciding to approach him first if necessary.

It was behavior that would have earned
scolding from other elves,
but she thought this was exactly what she should do.

Her experience observing countless humans
had warned her.

The man before her seemed uninterested
in any material things she possessed.

He showed no signs of coveting money
nor did he seek any connection with her.

"Besides the spirit stone, is there nothing else you want?
As I said, that's something we could easily—"

"The spirit stone is what I need most."

Nor was he interested in women as rumors suggested.
Rather, he seemed to keep his distance.

The rumors about his arrogance and vanity
seemed like lies when she observed his behavior.

"...You're quite fascinating, if rumors were all I knew..."

"Almost all the rumors are true."

And what was truly strange was
that he wasn't doing anything about it.

Despite surely knowing about the rumors
spreading throughout the Academy.

Even if those rumors were true,
his current behavior was clearly strange.

If he had at least apologized publicly,
rumors of his reformation might have spread,

but there was no response or explanation about those rumors,
and he endured all the harsh words directed at him.

And now this power he was displaying.
This level of strength wasn't that of an ordinary student.

He was at least as strong as a knight, or even stronger.

As proof, he was fighting a monster that even
the imperial knights who came as escorts found difficult.

Yet, he didn't try to reign over others.
He didn't force anyone to submit.
He didn't order people around as he pleased.
He showed no interest in wealth or power.

Could humans who had lived in a world where
power equals strength and strength equals power act like this?

Especially the notoriously arrogant son of a duke's family
who could clearly be called a person of power.

*...I truly cannot understand you, not even a little.*

And that wasn't all.

Suddenly he uttered words in an incomprehensible language,
then shook off his severe injuries and stood up.

He successfully controlled a mass of magical power that
other humans, even elves, couldn't manage.

He absorbed all the mana from the forest,
added it to his own magical power, and utilized it.

And now, finally,
he had reached that monster.

That monster she could barely defend against.
Everyone present must have seen it.

His magical power reached the monster,
and then another explosion occurred.

"Hehe... hehehe..."

"Pr-Princess?"

"Wh-what's wrong?
Are you seriously injured somewhere—"

The elves who had somehow survived and were crawling out
from all around heard her laughter and approached,

but she simply turned toward the people
who were still struggling and moved forward,

offering no response except a smile.

Her hands crushed the black flowers,
her magic saved people,
and her spirits looked at her questioningly from beside her,

yet the smile never left her lips.
She just wanted to keep smiling.

Truly, she felt grateful for meeting
the most interesting being in her entire life.

"D-don't come... huh?"

"The black flowers are disappearing!"

"I don't know what's happening, but let's quickly move the injured first!"

"Yes!!"

Finally, the black flowers that had dominated the surroundings began to wither.
As if they had lost all their nutrients.

They withered and dried like dead branches,
then turned to ash and disappeared,

and hope blossomed in the hearts of those who saw it.
Hope that perhaps they might survive.

"F-first, treatment!! Bring all medicines and bandages!"

"Prioritize treating those with serious injuries!!"

"I ask those who can still move
to keep watch on that smoke!"

And everyone's gaze fixed on the smoke.
On the spot where Jenison had caused the explosion.

Gripped by fear.

*Is... is that monster still alive?*

*If we just see something...*

As everyone anxiously worried about
losing this hard-won hope,

the smoke from the explosion cleared.
The thick, acrid smoke.

She approached before anyone else.
Toward the smoke rising from that explosion.

"Jenison, are you alive?"

"..."

"...Levi, clear away the remaining smoke."

And in that acrid smoke,
no one was there.

Neither the monster nor the black-haired boy
could be seen in that place.

Only moonlight beautifully illuminated
the spot where they had been.

***

"...Where is this?"

"Se-senior... you're... here."

Clearly, I had made contact.
So I thought I had won.

The spear blade I created with my magic
definitely pierced the creature's body,

and I didn't stop there—I made it explode.
All that magical power.

So I thought it must have died.

"...I asked where this is."

"Wow, now you... sound like... yourself?
Your tone... didn't sound like you at all."

But it hadn't died.
If this thing before me was the same being.

Where was the young boy with
bright orange hair and black eyes
with flashing red light?

Instead, there was this mass of dark reddish-black,
not the pure beautiful black but
a blackish-red color.

This thing, which looked somewhat like a slime,
was speaking with the same voice as that creature.

Moreover, the surrounding space
was also strange.

The forest scenery with its mixture of grass scent
and blood smell was nowhere to be found.

A sticky, viscous floor that I could feel
even through my shoes.

And a landscape that stretched endlessly
without any structures greeted me.

As I raised my guard to the maximum
in response to the suddenly changed surroundings,

a head popped up from the mass
that had been squirming on the floor.

Orange hair and black eyes.
Slightly visible red irises.

The head of the boy I had just faced.

"Hello, senior!"

"..."

"Wow, I've never seen that expression before."

"Are you Number 8?"

For a moment, I couldn't keep up with
the scene unfolding before me, and my head throbbed.

Clutching my aching head,
I asked about its identity with a sinking feeling.

"That's right!!"

"...!"

Two tentacles shot out from the floor
and wrapped around both my hands.

Red tentacles that smelled strongly of blood.

"...!"

"Ah, what a shame..."

I quickly created a blade on my shoe,
swung it to cut the tentacles, and jumped back,

as numerous tentacles sprouted
from where I had just been standing.

"...How were you able to survive?"

"Oh? That's simple!
By giving up the human body!"

"...I don't understand what you're saying."

"Hmm, the reason is simpler than you think.
What do I look like to you now?"

"A talking head."

"No, look below me and tell me."

Saying that, it pulled out another tentacle
from below and pointed at its lower body.

The blackish-red squirming body.

A mass of flesh that looked like it would
immediately return to its original shape if poked.

A semi-transparent mass through which
the other side was faintly visible.

"...A slime?"

"Correct!"

"You didn't die because
I didn't attack your core."

"Oh, you seem smarter than in your past life?"

Slime,
the most well-known magical beast.

Its body is covered with a special ability
that ignores any attack,

but the material and durability of the body itself
aren't very strong,

so if you pierce the body and attack the core inside,
it dies immediately—the most common magical beast.

Since the method to exterminate them has been known
for a long time, they weren't difficult to hunt,

but the fact that they never die unless the core is destroyed,
that they can survive even if their body is torn apart,
that torn pieces become new slimes.

It was a troublesome magical beast in many ways.

"...Answer one thing."

"...?"

Still, I decided to think about that later.
There was something I wanted to ask right now.

Holding my trembling hand,
I parted my tightly closed lips.

Not realizing whether this trembling
was from anger or not.

"My mother, Sariel.
Sariel Reinhardt's death.
Was it related to you?"

"No!"

The immediate answer to my question
gave me momentary relief,

but with its following words,
my fists clenched involuntarily.

"It wasn't me, it was everyone's idea!"

"..."

"I was the one who first came up with the idea!
But everyone agreed with it,
and we all had separate roles!"

"..."

"Honestly, I thought it would be difficult to even approach her,
I didn't know we could get in just by disguising ourselves!"

"..."

"Um... it was Pride who transmitted the disease—"

"Enough."

I cut off the cheerful young boy's voice.

I ignored his head tilting questioningly,
as if wondering why.

I cursed and regretted my momentary foolish thought.

"...I was stupid."

"Yes, senior is certainly stupid.
That's why you were betrayed by me too..."

"I shouldn't have done that."

"Hm? What are you—"

"I should have done this to you from the beginning."

The boy's head couldn't finish speaking
and fell to the sticky floor with a thud.

It was cut so quickly that
he couldn't even close his eyes.

"Eh, what is...?"

"I shouldn't have done that."

"...Haha, senior?
Could you please stop with the killing intent—"

"I shouldn't have tried to kill you
even a little bit quickly."

"..."

"You said you're a slime, right?"

"..."

"You should either kill me quickly,
or bring your core
to my attack."

"..."

"Because from now on, I've completely lost
any desire to destroy your core."

"...How can you remain unbroken
even in this situation?"

"..."

"Wasn't that your ultimate attack?
Didn't you gather all your magical power?
Yet you still don't give up? How?"

"Shut up."

"Why do you always exceed my expectations, senior?
You experience pain every day but never break."

"Talk all you want.
Anyway... soon you won't be able to speak at all."

"Ah, even that confident attitude.
I'm really envious and jealous of you, senior."

The second round was beginning.

Ch.83 - I Am Not An Adult.
The irritation, anger, selfishness, jealousy.
And... inferiority complex? Is that it?

A thought that flashed momentarily through Rezel's mind.
In that head that had already fallen off.

Of course, having his head cut off
wouldn't kill him.

Just as Jenison had guessed,
this boy was a slime.

And not just any slime, but a very special one.
What defines this special slime?

Among slimes, a very small number
can adapt the characteristics of their environment
into their own bodies.

Metal Slimes or Water Slimes
are examples of such special specimens.

So what are the conditions
for these slimes to form?

Only those who completely absorb
the very first thing they consume,
without leaving anything behind,
gain the power to be called special specimens.

And Rezel was a unique existence
even among those special specimens.

Because the first thing he absorbed
was none other than a human.

Newly born slimes are weak.
Weak enough for teenage boys to defeat them.

Most slimes are born
when a large slime divides
into smaller entities.

Needless to say,
Rezel was also very small at first.

So small that he would frantically flee
at the sight of a single rabbit.

But, quite fortunately,
he was apparently able to defeat
a young boy who had collapsed by the riverside
after starving for about three days.

That boy became his very first "meal" as a slime.

The human body he first absorbed
was so sweet and delicious.

For a newly born slime,
it was an unparalleled blessing and joy.

He absorbed it.
Without leaving anything behind.

The boy's body, already emaciated and small,
was a size that even a newborn slime
could fully absorb.

He was happy, he was joyful.
He wanted to maintain this sweetness for a long time.
But that feeling was short-lived.

As mentioned earlier,
the condition for creating a special specimen
was to absorb "everything" from the first object consumed.

And that "everything" included
intangible things as well.

It surged.
The hunger and pain.

It flooded in.
The fatigue and memories.

It emerged.
The experiences this boy had gone through.

The hunger of a boy who had starved for nearly three days
and the fatigue accumulated in his body

were absolutely not something
a newly born slime could endure.

The constant hunger and
the fatigue building up in his body,

and the boy's memories that kept flooding in
tormented him.

The woman who swung a ladle at the boy,
telling him to get lost when he tried to beg for food.

The gang of thugs who bullied him
and demanded protection money when he was selling newspapers.

The man who spat on him
as he lay on the street, feeling hungry and cold.

The nobles who ruthlessly worked him
and his parents when they were slaves.

A terrible resentment toward all of them
took root in the slime.

Resentment toward the woman who wouldn't even
give him vegetable roots when he was hungry.

Anger toward the thugs who casually took
the money he had earned with his blood and sweat.

Inferiority complex toward the man who looked at him
with contemptuous eyes and spat phlegm.

Vengeance toward the nobles who overworked
his parents until they died.

All of these feelings took root in one slime.

But this slime didn't even know what emotions
he was feeling right now,

and the vivid memories flashing before him
didn't tell him what they wanted.

What the boy had wanted to do,
what this boy had desired—

For a young, newborn slime,
human emotions were difficult to understand.

So he pondered.
He had plenty of time, after all.

He pondered and pondered again,
based on the memories that kept surfacing.

How much time had passed?
Finally, the slime began to move.

And he recalled.
No, he defined it.

The emotion this boy had was jealousy!
And what needed to be done was revenge.

He had been jealous of the woman cooking food
when he was starving.

He had been jealous of the thugs who could commit robbery,
something he could never do without strength.

He had been jealous of the man who had the luxury
to spit on others while he was shivering in the cold.

He had envied and been jealous of the nobles
who had power over him and his parents.

So he would eliminate them all.
If that was impossible, he would take from them.

He would stop his own envy and jealousy of others' possessions
and prevent others from becoming superior to him.

So that there would be absolutely no reason for jealousy.
This was the definition made by a once young and innocent slime.

And that definition made by that young slime
remains embedded in Rezel's heart to this day.

Even when he absorbed a second fat, greasy pig of a noble.

Even when the girl who followed him
begged for her life with tears and snot running down her face.

Even when his mother took him in.

Like a shackle.
He acts according to it.

"Haha, as expected, I'm jealous of you, senior!!!"

"...You crazy bastard."

Even now, toward the human who makes a rotten face at him
and cuts off his tentacles.

He, himself, was still.
Jealous.

So he charges.
To take, as he always has.

***

They're being shredded.
Those highly viscous lumps.

Finely chopped into pieces,
they fall to the ground with thuds.

"Wait a moment..! You're too fast, senior!!"

"I'm not here to play along with you."

Just because he's a slime doesn't mean
impacts to his body disappear.

He simply doesn't die no matter what attack he receives.

And for me right now,
that aspect was even more appealing.

"Shouldn't... you start getting hit by now?
Your arms and legs must be exhausted."

"No, why would I do that for your sake?"

"Ugh... w-wait...!"

Because it means I can tear this guy apart as I please.

I throw another small blade.
A blade so small it would bounce off even a slime.

"Ugh...!"

"Fortunately, this seems to work too."

Yet he still flinches.

Because from the part where the small blade touched,
something was slowly melting away.

"What is this, senior?
It's been a while since something worked on my body...?"

"Just a simple poison I used to use."

The Heaven-Overflowing Death Poison—
a poison said to be potent enough to kill even the heavens.

A poison I used only when the target was extremely strong
during my old assassin days.

The identity of the liquid I secretly applied to the blade
was a fast-acting deadly poison.

A poison so strong it could kill even the old knights
who constantly trained their bodies in one go.

I was a bit dissatisfied that it only melted that much
despite using such a poison,

but soon I thought it didn't matter
as I applied more poison to the blade.

I wasn't planning to end this quickly anyway.

"Sigh... I wanted to play a bit more...
but if you bring out something like that, I have no choice..."

"..."

Yet there wasn't a hint of wavering in his voice.
No, he even seemed genuinely disappointed.

Then he attached his head that had fallen to the ground
as if assembling it,

and soon the orange hair that had completely reattached
turned toward me.

"Senior, I'm sure you've already guessed
where we are, right?"

"...Inside your body, I presume."

"As expected of you, senior!"

"It wouldn't make sense otherwise."

There was no sign of casting magic,
and there wouldn't have been enough time to cast it.

Yet he transported me to a place in the Great Forest without a single blade of grass.
A place with no scenery, just a sticky black-red ground.

Moreover, a place full of tentacles that he could control at will.

Besides, the disgusting smell of blood
had been coming from everywhere, not just the ground.

I didn't know what method he used,
but my senses told me I was inside him.

"Isn't it obvious to anyone?"

"You'd be surprised how many idiots
just melt away without even realizing that!"

Behind the still cheerfully smiling guy,
tentacles continue to rise.

Red tentacles that keep emerging, one after another.

By the time their number exceeded double digits,
a change occurred in the first tentacle that had been summoned.

"Do you know how many humans I've eaten, senior?"

"I don't, and I don't need to know."

"Actually, I don't know either. Too many to count.
And among them, some remain undigested."

"..."

"Even I need time to digest, you know.
When too many come in, they pile up..."

"...What are you trying to—"

"Here's the question! Where do you think
the undigested ones are?"

The shape of the first red tentacle that rose
becomes more distinct.

The uniform pillar-like tentacle's exterior
begins to change into a 大 shape,

and soon, clear facial features and limbs emerge,
distorting my expression.

Round, large eyes,
a straight nose and plump lips.
And flowing hair with pointed ears.

It had become a beautiful form that anyone would recognize
as imitating an elf,

and I involuntarily closed my eyes at the distorted face
and torn abdomen that contrasted with its beautiful appearance.

"Pl...please...kill...me..."

"..."

"The answer is, they remain in my body
and dissolve very, very slowly!"

"Ple...ase..."

"Sorry, but I'm still full,
so you can't die just yet!"

"Please...kill...KILL ME!!!
Please...!!! Just kill me!!!"

The half-formed limbs flailed toward me.

A mucus-like substance that looked like tears
was flowing profusely from her eyes,

and her teeth, mostly dissolved or fallen out,
added to the pitiful sight.

"Now, what will you do, senior?
Can you kill them?"

"...You think I can't?"

"The senior I know couldn't!"

"..."

"You've always been like that, haven't you?
Always lending an ear to unnecessary sob stories."

"..."

"Even when it causes harm to yourself,
you usually just ignore it, don't you?"

"..."

"That's your problem, senior. Too harsh on yourself,
and too emotionally invested in others."

Kill your emotions.
Discard your sympathy.
Set aside your conscience.
Don't show compassion to others.
Put yourself before others.

One of the things I've heard far too often.

"You've consistently failed to follow this, senior,
as if abandoning it would kill you."

"..."

"Just kill them, sleep with a clear conscience!
No one would blame you!"

"..."

"That's why you're in this state, senior.
Even now, aren't you doing the same?"

Each cheerful word stabs at my heart.

As if hitting the bullseye.

Seeing that my lips remained sealed,
he seemed excited and continued speaking.

"When I saw you didn't show up at first,
I thought, wow, this human has finally come to his senses."

"..."

"If it's not happening to you,
can't you just ignore it and move on?

Why do you insist on helping others only to get hurt,
suffer pain, and receive wounds? Do you hate hurting others?

Are you some kind of saint?"

The red tentacle that had somehow approached right in front of me
touched my forehead,

and pushed me back with a thud.

My head returned to its original position due to the recoil,
only to be pushed again.

"Don't you know you could die
by meddling in others' affairs like that?"

Thud—

"Or is it your hobby to accumulate good deeds
and create debts by helping others?"

Thud—

"Or do you have some kind of compulsion?
Do thorns grow on your body if you don't help others?"

Thud—

My head began to swing back and forth
like a pendulum,

and simultaneously, my head started to feel heavy,
as if a weight had been attached to it.

I respond with silence,
mulling over the conversation we just had.

For a brief moment,
that felt like an eternity to me.

"...Still no answer.
This has become... boring."

"..."

"Hic...ugh, wh-what...?!"

The sound of a woman's crying
slowly approaches me.

The red female elf who was shedding
mucus-like tears earlier.

"I don't even want to kill a senior like you.
She'll just kill you instead."

"No...don't...don't do this...!"

"Honestly, I was told not to kill you, but...
well, you can survive without one heart, right?"

Five tentacles that looked like the elf's fingers
writhed as they approached me.

For some reason, she was crying profusely.

"Please...kill me..."

"..."

"I...I don't want to kill people..!
Please..!! Kill...me...!!!"

For a moment, my vision went dark,
and slowly my eyes opened again.

Somehow, in my hand was a lump.
No, an elf's head,

and for some reason, her face
wore an expression of great happiness and joy.

"...Number 8, no, Rezel."

"Why...are you calling me, sen...ior?"

A voice so cold that I could hardly believe
it came from my mouth.

A cold voice I had never used
in my entire life.

"You're right."

"...?"

"Back then, I was certainly weak, couldn't kill people easily,
and dispensed unnecessary compassion."

"..."

"But not once did I ever stop doing that."

"...Don't you still not understand that's the problem?
You have too much altruism—"

"It was self-satisfaction to remind myself that I'm human."

Even when I wiped human blood from my hands every day,
even when what I held was a knife instead of a pen,

even when I realized how easy it was
to take a human life.

For me, who had lived in the modern world, not this other world,
it was too great a shock, and because of that, all the more,

I never wanted to forget
that I was a human, not a monster.

"So I remembered."

"...?"

"Because people die too easily,
to remind myself of the preciousness of life,
to act in accordance with my moral principles,

I decided to at least remember the names
of the people who died by my hand."

"...You should know when to stop talking nonsense—"

"And."

I cut off his words once more.
Along with a blade that had been sharpened coldly.

"Because of you, just now, a woman died by my hand
without me even learning her name."

"...I didn't see—"

What I cut wasn't just his words.
Right now, his head was split diagonally.

Seeing a head split open wasn't particularly pleasant.
There was no brain or blood in that place.

There were only red lumps of flesh
writhing inside.

"W-wait, senior? I really didn't see—"

"You said it earlier, didn't you?
That you don't know how many humans you've eaten."

"...?"

"You'll be able to remember.
The name of that elf woman, I mean."

"...??"

"I'll make your body burn on its own."

My mouth no longer opened.
My words were no longer necessary.

Because from now on, all the words and voices needed
should come from this guy.

"Scream and Suffer (Hurler et Désoler)"

As the battle began once more,
the Dragon Language echoed again.

Ch.84 - Return
"Ugh..!"

"..."

"W-wait... too fast..."

"..."

"Argh... stop!!"

There was no further dialogue after that.

No matter how much that guy kept babbling on, if no answer came back, it couldn't be called a conversation.

No words were coming from my mouth.
I was just silently swinging my arm.

With each swing of my arm,
chunks of flesh poured out in heaps.

I didn't care where I was cutting.
Since I was standing inside that guy's body.
It meant I just needed to tear everything apart indiscriminately.

Up, down, left, right—anywhere would do.

"W-wait... st-stop—"

"..."

His reactions were starting to get
noticeably better than before.

The sudden vivid pain seemed to be
showing on his expression.

"Hurler et Désoler" (Scream and Suffer)
I instinctively recited the Dragon Language.

It didn't particularly benefit me.
It just made his pain more palpable.

It was a perfectly fitting debuff for someone who would only groan once even when his body was torn apart, and its effectiveness was certain.

I could feel the difference in his voice from before,
now filled with agony and pain...

"W-wait, senior... what are you do—"

"..."

Ignoring his voice ringing in my ears again,
I accelerated.

After deeply embedding my blade into a wall of flesh,
I ran straight forward

From the faceless, mouthless mass of flesh,
distorted screams erupted

And from the floor beneath my feet,
countless tentacles shot up.

Each one in a different direction,
each flaunting its own mass.

At a sight that would have made others
scream loudly if they'd seen it,

I didn't even blink and
calmly placed my hand anywhere

And infused it with mana.
Very deeply.

After all, this entire place was his body.
Using magic anywhere would reach him.

Of course, magic doesn't work on slimes
that are immune to all attacks.

He knew that too, which is why he wasn't
particularly trying to stop me.

But the magic I was using wasn't for attacking.

"...Huh?"

"..."

"Ah... aargh... keh... kack!"

Right in front of where my hand was touching,
a stone pillar sharp as a spike shot up.

The kind of stone pillar you'd see in ancient ruins.

No matter how massive a tentacle might be,
there's definitely a limit.

It can't push away stone that's
harder and heavier than itself.

"K-keh... do you think I can't
handle mere stones?"

"..."

I guess not.
After all, you're not human.

As if he'd caught a cold, the guy who had been
coughing continuously flicked his chin once

And the stone pillar that had been standing proudly
just moments ago suddenly sank down.

Not because the space beneath the pillar was empty.
But because it had melted instantly.

"...I may look like this now,
but I'm originally a slime.

I can instantly dissolve mere stones,
no matter how many you bring!"

"..."

Another mass of tentacles charged at me.

More numerous than before,
much larger and heavier red tentacles.

I avoided the masses rushing at me
and scraped away at my surroundings.

Scraping, slicing, tearing,
pulling out, crushing, trampling,
stabbing, mincing, and mashing.

Each time my dagger gouged into flesh,
I began to notice his face contorting bit by bit,
but I wasn't in great shape either.
Even using Dragon Language had its limits.

I was forcibly moving a body
that wasn't well to begin with.

My arms started to feel like someone
was poking them with needles,

My legs were barely holding up,

And the mental drain was no joke either.

If I lost focus for even a moment,
the tentacles would graze my flesh.

The torn flesh fragments on the ground
had nearly tripped me up more than once,

And dodging the tentacles that shot out
from everywhere with almost no warning
required concentration far beyond my imagination.

But I gritted my teeth and endured.
If that didn't work, I'd endure out of sheer stubbornness.

It's not like I hadn't faced such situations before.
I'd definitely received missions that were
impossible with just my own strength.

But each time, I found a way.
If success wasn't possible, at least a way to survive.

I narrowly avoided the flying tentacles
or made them miss me,

Dodged the emerging tentacles
and continued creating structures.

"Kuh... kack! Ah, seriously, enough—"

"..."

Perhaps angered by the slight pain,
attacks noticeably faster than before
flew at me, but I didn't stop.

Such reactions only served to
accelerate my actions further.

So I kept tearing, slicing again,
avoiding attacks, and creating things.

After 10 minutes of this,

A sigh escaped from his voice,
which clearly sounded tired.

"Ha... haah, shouldn't... you collapse
by now? This fucking... hurts so—"

"..."

Another 20 minutes passed.

Fear was gradually seeping into his voice.

"Fuck... stop... STOP!! Die already...!!
You son of a bitch!!"

"..."

Finally, after what seemed like an hour,
there were no more words.

Both of us had our mouths shut.

One couldn't properly close his mouth
due to the continuous pain,

The other to conserve energy while
wiping away sweat flowing like a flood.

More time passed.
The second and minute hands kept meeting and parting.

I couldn't even tell how many hours had passed,

By now, chunks of flesh were scattered beneath my feet,
making squelching sounds with every step,

And no matter where I went,
the smell of blood filled my nostrils.

My hands were trembling, and my legs
felt like they had weights attached to them.

My head felt like it was spinning rapidly
as if in a centrifuge,

And having consumed too much concentration,
traces of bloody tears had formed in my eyes.

A body that seemed like it would collapse if pushed lightly,
one that might lose to a 7-year-old child.

If it were now, I was confident that even a tiny tentacle
could overcome me without resistance,

But that didn't happen.
No, it couldn't happen.

Because the head of the guy in front of me
was drooping limply, having lost consciousness.

It was a truly ugly and unsightly appearance,
as if he'd lost consciousness from the continuous pain.

I walked slowly.
Toward the guy whose head dangled without a neck.

The bloody water making splashing sounds
and the obstructing flesh chunks grabbed at my feet,
but I ignored them and kept walking.

I also ignored the blood scent clinging to my nose
and the red tentacles that were still moving slightly.

My legs suddenly stopped midway,
but I managed to move again by using Dragon Language,

And when I finally reached him,
the face of the unconscious guy looked so peaceful.

A newborn baby.
A child delighted by the taste of candy.
The gentle smile of an elderly person who's lived a long life.

A smile that only those who truly feel happiness
could wear was on his lips.

Unlike my tightly closed mouth,
an enviably beautiful smile.

"...I envy you."

I threw away the already dulled knife
that was dripping blood and created a new one.

And with it,
I tore both corners of his mouth.

"Ah... aaaah!!"

"..."

His mouth tore into a crescent shape.

A permanently preserved smile hung on his lips,
and screams that contrasted with that smile erupted from his mouth.

By the time his eyelids opened, it was already too late.
I already knew where his core was.

As expected, as soon as he opened his eyes and saw my hand,
his mouth, now large and torn wide, opened.

"H-how?!"

"I'm not an idiot. Anyone would have noticed
after wandering around this much."

"..."

An amethyst-colored stone emitting
a very ominous and eerie aura.

The core that could be called this guy's heart.
It was in my hand.

When I applied a little pressure, some fragments
fell with a crumbling sound,

And the guy's reaction to watching this
was more intense than I had expected.

"W-wait, senior. I was wrong,
I think I made a mistake!!"

"..."

"I-I'll never eat humans again!
I won't even approach humans!!"

"..."

"So... if you spare me just this once—"

His head soared upward.
It shot up into the sky.

The world would have turned upside down from his perspective.
Because I had kicked his dangling, neckless head with all my might.

I kicked it so hard that his flying head
was bouncing off the flesh chunks,

And screams automatically erupted from his mouth.

I grabbed his head, which was crying out in pain
after being soiled by the blood flowing on the ground,
and made him meet my gaze.

"Again."

"Ku... kuhek... yes, yes... I'll do it again!!
S-so... I was wrong!!"

"..."

"From now on, I won't harm not just humans,
but any living being recklessly...!!"

"..."

"And I won't appear before senior's eyes... geheck."

My blade entered his mouth
and poked out the other side.

At the same time, his two eyes widened
and stared at me,

And the words from my mouth were predetermined.

"Again."

"J-jush... gimme a chansh to shpeak—"

"Again."

"Kyaaaack!!!"

I grabbed the blade that had poked out the other side
and pulled it out, and his reaction was a sight to behold.

It was similar to the sound I'd heard
when twisting a chicken's neck.

I lifted him up again, met his gaze,
and kindly told him once more.

"Again."

"...Fuck."

"..."

"Fuck, is that so wrong?
You guys do whatever you want... aaack!!"

"Again."

"I won't, I won't do it, you fucking bastard!!
You all live however you please,
but when I try to do something, why do you make a fuss?!"

"..."

"You always eat delicious food.
Make others do the hard work.
And do whatever you want!!"

"..."

"Why can't I do the same?!
I'm going crazy with envy... gurk!!"

"You seem to be misunderstanding something."

I tore his mouth even wider.
To the point where my blade touched both cheekbones.

Not stopping there, I stabbed his eye.
Stabbed, dug out, and twisted.

"What I want to hear from you
is not your motive for doing this."

"Kuhaaa!!!"

"Whether you were envious of humans or whatever,
it's not my concern.
It's not like the dead people will come back anyway."

"Argh... fu-fuck... aaaack!!!"

"Didn't I tell you from the beginning?"

"Gu... huuu..."

"The only thing you need to tell me is the name
of that woman, that elf."

His remaining eye widened
and filled with terror.

As if he realized what situation he was in.

"Don't worry, we have plenty of time."

"S-senior, I remember...!
I remember that woman's name... aaaack!!"

"If you want to live even a little longer,
lying is also an option."

Though you'd be found out anyway.

As I finished speaking while cutting off his nose,
his eyes rolled back.

The guy had fainted, overcome with fear.
I didn't bother trying to wake him up.

"...Kyaaaack!!!"

"..."

He'd wake up on his own anyway.

Time passed again after that.
The second hand, minute hand, and hour hand moved.

The only difference from before was that our mouths
kept moving.

Speaking with contrasting voices of
fear and composure.

Afterward, the time I returned to the Great Forest
was 7 hours and 23 minutes after I had disappeared.

In one hand, I was carrying an orange-haired mass
that could barely be identified as anything specific.

Ch.85 - Situation Management
The blue sky and fresh wildflowers fill my vision, as if I'm seeing them after a long time.

There's no scent of blood at all. Instead, the fragrant flower scent seems to enter my body.

All I see are trees, and beneath my feet, tufts of grass.

The beautiful Great Forest, as it was before that terrible scene, now appears before my eyes.

For a moment, I wonder if everything I experienced was just a dream.

But the weight still felt in my right hand tells me that what I went through was real.

So where am I then? This place without a single trace of that horrific scene.

Did I somehow move far away while I was there?

As I look around, I begin to sense movement nearby.

The sound of footsteps crushing grass.
Murmuring voices.
Clothes brushing against tree branches.

My senses, heightened from the recent battle, alert me.

Something is coming toward me. And not just one thing.

This isn't good. Not good at all.

There's a limit to how long I can force my body to move using Dragon Language.

My forcibly heightened concentration is already depleted, and now I have to face unknown entities in an unfamiliar place?

It couldn't get any worse, and those presences were already approaching.

I have no choice.
I grip my dagger tightly, preparing for whatever might come.

After coating it generously with poison.

"..A human?"

"....?"

My first instinct was to attack.
I actually swung my arm as soon as I saw them,
with no intention of stopping.

In a situation where my safety wasn't guaranteed,
such consideration would be a luxury.

But I noticed something in that instant.

A humanoid face similar to mine,
and those pointed ears I've seen countless times.

"An elf... I see."

"W-we found him..! It's definitely that human. I'm certain!"

"What?! You found him?"

"Everyone, over here—"

*How noisy.*

I put away my knife, feeling relieved.

Judging by their reactions, these elves
didn't seem hostile toward me.

In my current state, that alone was
reason enough not to treat them as enemies.

After that, as more elves emerged from the forest,

a status window appeared before me,
and my body tilted forward.

≪You have defeated Envy, one of the Seven Deadly Sins.≫
≪The vengeful spirits of countless people express their gratitude to you.≫
≪You have excessively used Dragon Language. The side effects...≫
≪As a reward...≫

Before I could read all the countless words appearing,
I collapsed.

***

About an hour after Jenison disappeared with the explosion.

Outside, the situation was being somewhat managed.

Time passed quickly just supplying aid
for treating the wounded,

and paying respects to the many lives caught up
in this disaster as they were laid to rest.

Of course, the process wasn't entirely smooth.

"It's because of those humans!!
My mother died because of them!!"

"Don't you understand that interacting
with humans was the problem to begin with..!"

"What could we possibly gain from such creatures
that justified maintaining relations with them—"

The surviving elves were rising up in protest.
Regardless of age or gender.

It was because we let humans into our land
that this disaster occurred.

It might even be a plot by the Empire
to weaken our forces.

We should consider humans as enemies
of our kind and fight them now.

It was a moment when the elves' anti-human sentiment
was shining brightly once again,

and the knights' reactions varied.

"No, how is this our fault?
We lost precious comrades too!!"

"..Calm down, from their perspective,
it's understandable they'd think that way."

"No, how can we just sit here and take this?
Our vice-captain died, and our captain is at death's door.."

"..Our conversation could completely sever
the relations between the Empire and the Great Forest—"

Some raged at the elves' claims,
while others prioritized the Empire's future.

But they too felt anger and indignation
at the elves' accusations,

and the exchanges between them
grew increasingly heated and intense.

As the discord between the two races
was escalating,

Silvia Restonil, the Princess of the Elves,
who had remained alone there, stepped forward.

"What are you all doing?"

"P-Princess."

"Do we have time for such arguments when
we barely have enough time to manage the situation?"

"N-no!! Right away—"

"Wait a moment."

The elves who had hurried toward the tent
turned back at her words.

"Let those people help too."

"W-what? The humans?"

"Given my position, they'll have no choice
but to help us anyway."

"Y-yes."

Though they found her order somewhat disagreeable,
they had no choice.

She had proven her strength by directly participating
in that hellish battle,

and despite being of royal birth, different from them,
she had fought alongside them instead of fleeing.

No one dared oppose her words, nor should they have.

But there are always those who defy common sense.

"Ha, so the Princess still favors humans?!"

"Hey, hey, what's wrong with you?!
Are you crazy? She's the Princess..!"

"Do I look calm to you? This is strange,
these humans were brought into the forest by the Princess herself!!"

Silvia's eyes sharpen,
directed at the young elf who was acting out of line.

"How am I supposed to know if you're just trying
to collect scraps dropped by humans?"

"Hey, that's enough..!"

"Yeah, no matter what, showing such disrespect to the Princess—"

"My family and girlfriend died!!
Because of this incident today, do you think I can calm down?"

As the young elf's behavior grew increasingly rough,
even those around him frowned,

but his actions didn't stop.

Instead, he continued to rage and insult her.

If it had been her usual self, she might have
ignored it as the act of an ignorant child,

"You, come here."

"Ha, what? Are you finally admitting—"

"Know your place."

In an instant, his knees hit the ground,
like a wild colt suddenly tamed.

Not by his own will, but by her power.

"Wh-what..! L-look at this,
now you're showing your true colors...gah!"

"Do you know how many have died and been injured
because of this disaster?"

"W-what are you...talking about?"

"Just helping, treating, burying, and mourning
all those people will take so much time...!"

The young elf's head, already forced to kneel,
continued to lower until it finally touched the ground.

No matter how hard he struggled,
his body showed no signs of lifting from the ground,

and all he could do was clench his teeth
and direct his eyes upward.

"I don't have time to listen to your personal circumstances."

"H-how can you...
do you know how much my family has...for you..!"

As if expressing his burning rage,

resentment rose in his eyes,
like a blazing torch.

But it was soon suppressed
by her ice-cold gaze.

"So, what should I do?
No matter what I do, your family
will never come back to life?"

"Th-this is..!"

"Be reasonable and face reality.
Look at our people dying even at this moment,
the injured who must inevitably have limbs amputated.

You're not the only one in pain."

Suddenly, the force pressing down on him disappeared.

And at the same time, he lunged at her,
filled with resentment and anger.

If he had paid even a little attention to what
the other elves were saying and their gazes,
he wouldn't have gone this far,

but his brain, already filled with delusions,
rejected those signals,

and Silvia judged that she could no longer
reason with this person.

"..Any more would be a waste of time."

"Wha—AAAGH!!"

"You two there, move this person.
Tie him up so nothing happens when he wakes."

"Y-yes!"

"We will obey your command!"

After quelling the disturbance,
she turned to look at the dazed elves.

"You there."

"Y-yes? Are you speaking to me?"

"Yes, I have a separate order for you.
Look for the human, by any means."

"T-the human?"

"Yes, the black-haired one who came with us...
You, why that expression? Do you dislike it?"

"N-no..! How could I possibly..."

"You must find him,
even if it's just a trace."

In truth, the one who received the order
didn't have particularly good feelings toward humans either,

but he wasn't foolish enough to ignore
the Princess's orders out of madness.

Silvia wanted to go look herself,
but she couldn't do that.

She couldn't abandon her suffering and dying kin
just to search for a man who piqued her interest.

She had no choice but to entrust it to him
as a temporary measure.

And finally,
about 6 hours after sending him,

news that they had found him
reached her ears.

It was definitely him.
The black hair, the black eyes.
Even his affinity that attracted spirits.

Both the injured elves and
the Empire's knights rejoiced at his return.

After all, no matter what anyone said,
he had saved them in this disaster.

Even elves with lingering anti-human sentiments
genuinely rejoiced at his return.

So what if he was unconscious? What did that matter?
The important thing was that he was alive and had returned.

Let's hold a festival when he wakes up.
How should we express our gratitude to him?
There are trustworthy people among humans after all.

The cheerful atmosphere continued,
and the restoration of the Great Forest progressed successfully.

Everything seemed to be going well.

Except for one thing—the news that he
still hadn't regained consciousness.

Even now, three days after that day.

Ch.86 - Dragon
"...hey!"

Someone is poking at my head.
They seem to be trying to shake me awake as my body rocks violently.

I try to open my eyes, but they won't open.
I try to get up, but my body won't move.

Or perhaps it's reflecting my desire
to stay lying down a little longer.

"Ah, this little shit just won't wake up."

"..."

"How long are you going to sleep, you crumb?!"

A boyish yet recognizably female voice,
overflowing with charisma.

The moment that voice echoes in my ears,
something strikes my head hard.

Probably a fist.
A small fist hitting my head repeatedly.

At first, it was just light tapping.
With enough force to crack an egg.

Tapping my forehead like giving me a light knock.

"...strange, he seems to be conscious."

"..."

The intensity increases a bit.
This time it's like a flick with fingers.

Small, slender fingers
make contact with my forehead, sending a shock through me.

"...you still won't get up?"

"..."

Once again, the intensity increases.
The impact and shock are stronger than before.

But still, unfortunately,
this damn body wouldn't move.

"Ha, at this point you're deliberately not getting up, aren't you?"

"..."

"Fine, let's see how long you can hold out."

After that, it was no longer a signal to wake up,
but the act of beating itself.

Thwack, thud, whack, smack.

The intensity and sound grew stronger,
and whether fortunate or unfortunate, it actually helped me.

Receiving the shock of what could be called violence,
my body somehow started moving on its own to avoid it.

"Still not getting up?!"

"...ugh!!"

"Ah, he's up."

As I raise my body and dodge
the fist flying toward my head, pain follows.

Not just neuralgia and muscle pain,
but blood streaming from my eyes and nose.

The pain and tingling sensation were so intense
that I nearly lost consciousness.

"Gah...hrrk!"

"Huh? What's wrong with you?"

Naturally, a groan escaped my lips
that seemed to embody the measure of those pains.

Noticing that my condition wasn't normal,
the person in front of me also
withdrew their fist and approached me.

My head, which had been turning toward her,
simply drooped downward.

The blood flowing down
dripped from my chin, staining the floor.

"Hey, what's wrong with you? Huh?"

"Kuh...huh...hrk..."

"Oh seriously, don't tell me this bastard has some incurable disease? That would be troublesome..."

Whatever she found troublesome,
she seemed genuinely concerned about me.

Suddenly, one of her hands comes up to my back.

"Stay still, or you might actually die."

"Ah...ugh..."

"I said stay still."

My body momentarily froze
from the tremendous killing intent I suddenly felt from her.

As if she had been waiting for that moment,
she was inserting something into me.

Through my back where her hand was touching.

Something enters me.
Whether mana or energy, something unidentifiable.

Warm? Hot?
I could feel some indescribable, viscous energy
circulating through every corner of my body.

After a while, her energy
returned to her palm.

"Wow, this guy is completely insane.
What kind of mess did you make of your body?"

"...?"

"Ah, why did my eye have to go to someone like this?
This is so fucking annoying..."

Suddenly cursing about how serious my body's condition was,
she covered her face with both hands
and slumped down.

"Ah...really, from the moment I saw your mental landscape,
shit, I should have known..."

"I'd like to ask something—"

"What the fuck do you want?!"

Her intense reaction made me hesitate,
but only for a moment.

There was so much I wanted to ask her.

Why my body was like this.
How she knew about my body's condition.
And who she was.

"What? You're asking why your body is like this?"

"Yes."

"Do you really not know?
Didn't that woman warn you?"

That woman?
Who is she referring to?

Warning?
What warning is she talking about?

When I looked at her with genuine confusion,
she sighed deeply as if in disbelief.

"...what kind of warning are you talking about?"

"Ha, did she really not tell you?
No, that's not right, she usually handles things..."

"...?"

"Hey, you. You have the dragon's eye, right?
Tell me how you got it."

"...how did you know—"

"Shut up and answer me."

Her eyes glare at me as if
she'll kill me if I don't speak.

I can feel her wariness
extending all the way to me.

To ease her suspicion...
I answer. I had many questions too, after all.

"It happened... like that."

"...So, you received something called a status window from a god...
and suddenly got that as a reward?"

"Yes."

I leisurely observe her expression,
which seems at a loss for words.

Her ash-gray hair was long enough
to reach and wrap around her thighs.

Her body was small, by my standards
she could easily pass for a child.

All the clothes she wore were either too big
or didn't fit her properly.

Only her golden eyes, visible through her hair,
seemed to shine.

Moreover, her speech pattern, accent, and behavior
didn't match her appearance at all.

It came across as particularly
strange to me.

The way she constantly cursed.
The violent aspects of her behavior.

That wasn't the only strange thing.
This space was also peculiar.

This space could be described in one word:
black, perfectly and completely black.

Red crystals bloomed here and there,
and occasionally crystals of different colors could be seen,
but almost everything was dark.

A scenery like a beautiful flower garden blooming in darkness.
It really didn't match this space without a single light.

While I was looking around,
she seemed to have finished her thoughts
and struggled to get up from where she had slumped.

"...Hah, if consent wasn't obtained,
it would be a contract violation... is there no choice?"

"Are you done thinking?"

"...Use honorifics, you crumb.
I've lived thousands of years longer than you."

Thousands of years?
Does she know how old I am?

Even the oldest person in the world
probably hasn't lived as long as I have—

"Even elves who've lived for hundreds of years
can't pull rank on me with age, so be quiet."

"..."

"What, surprised that I can read your thoughts exactly?"

She raised one corner of her mouth
as if finding it ridiculous.

I was a bit flustered
but tried hard not to let my expression change.

"Tsk, I'll have to explain first.
Crumb, come over here for a moment."

"...?"

"When I say come, come quickly."

The woman who had been sitting down seemed to have made
some big decision as she patted the floor beside her,
calling me over, and I obediently followed.

I didn't know who she was or why she was here,
but one thing seemed clear.

That she was stronger than me.

I could tell from the killing intent she showed earlier
or from her ability to read my thoughts.

Anyone who has done the same kind of work as me would know.
How accustomed my opponent is to killing people.

That ominous and unpleasant aura
that can't really be explained in words.

It could be felt regardless of race or status.
From beasts to murderers, criminals. Even knights.

And from the woman in front of me now,
an atrocious aura unlike any I'd ever seen before was emanating.

"...You, your mind works better than I expected?
Well, if you're weak, you should at least be smart."

"..."

At her words, which seemed to have read my thoughts again,
I couldn't give any answer.

Her left arm, now wrapped around my shoulder,
felt incredibly heavy.

Despite being small and slender,
the weight it conveyed was anything but.

It felt like an elephant's foot
had been placed on my shoulder.

"First, the reason your body was going haywire earlier
is something like an overload, think of it that way."

"...An overload?"

"Yes, you're forcibly moving nerves and muscles
that are already dead, so that's what happens."

"..."

"You have some idea, right? It's what you said yourself."

I did, of course.
It was me who forcibly moved my body after all.

But still, something was strange.
If my body was in that state...

"How were you able to get up in the first place?"

"...Yes."

"Well, it's simple. This isn't reality."

"...?"

"Don't make that face. It's the truth.
To be precise, this is your 'mental landscape.'"

Mental landscape.
A world that appears differently for each person,
one's own mind and personal world.

It can be projected onto reality,
or left abandoned somewhere in the mind,
it can be symbolic or turn into delusion.

The words used to describe it differ from person to person.

Some call it their belief.
Some call it common people's delusions.
Some call it the inner self.

"...So this is that place?"

"Yes."

"..."

"You don't believe me? But what can I do?
My words are fact, truth, and the event itself."

"...Then who are you?"

"What? Me?"

"If what you say is true...
isn't this supposed to be my private space?"

"Ah, so you're asking how I can be here?"

"...Yes."

She dusts off her legs and stands up.
Even though there couldn't possibly be any dust.

Her ash-gray hair still swaying,
her bright yellow pupils
suddenly come right up to my face.

And they open.
Her tiny, pale pink lips.

"I am the owner of the eye you took
and the originator of the language you recited."

"...?"

"Didn't the status window say something?
Don't speak too much truth."

"..."

"If you abuse power and defy fate,
ashen causality will come."

Suddenly, the letters from the status window
flash through my mind.

If you use Dragon Language excessively,
the Ash Dragon might take your body.

And like a lie, she appeared
in my mental landscape with ash-gray hair.

All the memories and circumstances
blatantly reveal her identity.

Only now do I see it.
The elongated pupils that humans don't have.

"You're slow to notice.
Once more, I'll tell you properly."

"..."

"My name is Eve, precisely Ibedia,
the dragon who rose from black ashes.

The one hated by all living beings,
the lord of the ash heap, Ibedia."

Her ash-gray hair, shining in the black space,
flutters once in a wind that came from somewhere.

Far away, like ash flying in the wind.

≪You have encountered the Destruction Dragon, one of the Demon Dragons.≫
≪Your abilities are reduced due to the difference in rank.≫

Ch.87 - Identity
The Dragon, or Dragon.
A race of truth that has mastered all magic.

Their power is strong and merciless enough
to blow away mountains

And there is no magic unknown to them
that exists in this world.

They are known as the only unique race
that can communicate with mana

Even the language they speak
contains magical power
becoming a phenomenon in itself.

Even places they have passed through
can become tourist attractions

And their nests, called lairs,
are said to be filled with jewels and gold coins from around the world.

However, they are never friendly
to humans or other races.

They are supremacists even more so than elves.
Arrogant, haughty, and peculiar.

Moreover, their distinctive temperament
is one of their most formidable traits.

Because they care about nothing
except themselves

The number of people and villages that have disappeared
for their simple amusement or entertainment is not small.

And among them,
dragons that have taken many lives
are given a title or epithet.

A dragon capable of destroying an entire country
with just one individual is called Calamity (凶)

A dragon that harms innocent lives
without any reason is called Evil (惡)

And the dragon that receives the most
resentment and blame from people is called Demon (魔)

The collective name for those who bring disaster
wherever they go is Destruction (滅).

***

I feel the hair all over my body standing on end.
Even my dead nerves come alive to warn me.

Run away, they say.
If I stay like this, I'll die.

My entire body screams at me to
get away from that being immediately.

Her small foot takes one step
toward me

And simultaneously, my knees buckle.
As if this were natural.

And countless energies that weren't
noticeable until just now.

A fearful and eerie energy
covers her completely.

As if it were one with her.
Not something she controls
but something that emanates from her.

"What, you didn't faint?
Are you a bit tougher than you look?"

"Huh... huff... huff..."

"You don't look that strong though..."

"..."

"Hmm... I don't particularly like it...
but you might be somewhat useful."

She approaches me and places her hand
on my head, and miraculously
my body returns to normal.

As if nothing had happened.

Her elongated pupils had already
returned to their short, blunt shape

And her ash-gray hair that had been floating wildly
now simply flowed downward.

Due to the sudden release of tension,
gasping breaths escaped from my mouth

While she looked down at me without moving a muscle.

"Huff... huff..."

"Do you now feel some reverence for me?
How does it feel to realize my true identity?"

"Not particularly goo—ugh."

"Don't move around so carelessly,
your body's condition is more serious than you think."

"I already know tha—urgh..."

"No, I'm not talking about the body you see now,
but your body in reality."

Her finger touches my forehead.

And at the same time, my arms
lose strength and droop downward.

"Wh-what is this—"

"Entering the mindscape means one of two things."

"..."

"Either you possess strong enough mental power and strength
to forcibly open the door and enter."

The finger that was pointing at herself
continues moving to point at me.

"Or, when your physical body is dying,
or when the pain is too intense for your consciousness to bear,
you unconsciously and accidentally arrive here."

"..."

"To be honest, I was surprised,
it's been hundreds of years since I've seen the latter."

Her voice now comes from behind me
rather than from the front.

She takes my limp arms
and swings them around.

"Well, I've taken some measures,
but they're only temporary."

"..."

"Before long,
you won't even be able to support your own body."

My arms, swung around by her,
twist this way and that.

Like weaving a rope.

I could hear bones breaking occasionally,
but strangely, there was no pain.

No, I couldn't feel anything at all.
As if all sensation had disappeared from my arms.

I couldn't feel any pressure
where her fingers touched

My joints, bending this way and that,
didn't scream in pain

Instead, I even felt
a sense of comfort

"Well, this should do.
Bear with the rest on your own."

"...?"

"There."

"Aaaarrrggghhhh!!!"

After a while, her grip holding my arms
gradually loosened

And as soon as her hands let go,
severe pain began to surge.

The pain from broken bones
wasn't as great as I expected

But rather, a different pain interfered.

The feeling of multiple needles from inside
piercing through the skin and jutting outward.

A creepy, painful, and frightening agony
crawls up both my arms.

"Aaahhh... ah..."

"Bear with it, I'm reconnecting your damaged nerves."

"..."

"Don't understand what I'm saying?
Did you expect to be fine after abusing your body like that?"

"..."

"Do you know what condition your body was in when I first saw you?"

Internal bleeding throughout almost every part of the body.
Blood vessels burst in both eyes.
Bones in all limbs twisted from forced movement.
Corrosion in various affected areas, and so on.

She recites the condition of my body in detail.

"You were practically half-dead,
and that's putting it mildly."

"Ugh... urgh..."

"Anyway, I'm forcibly regenerating and reconnecting
at least your nerves, so bear with it."

"..."

"Glaring at me like that won't change anything.
If I had left you alone, you would have definitely become disabled."

"..."

"Yes, just accept it gratefully.
It's for my benefit too, anyway."

"...?"

"Hmm? What do I mean?
Of course it's for my benefit."

She approaches me as I sit collapsed on the floor,
barely able to lift my head.

She kneels down in front of me,
meets my gaze,

And extends one slender finger,
pointing alternately at herself and me.

"Because your body might become my body now."

"...?"

She says this with a grin,
though to me it's not amusing at all.

***

"Greetings, beautiful flower of the Elves.
I am Azahra, serving as the diplomatic minister of the Empire."

"...Pleased to meet you. May the blessing of the Great Forest be with you.
As you know, I am the Princess of the Elves."

While Jenison was still dwelling in the mindscape,
outside, recovery efforts were still in full swing.

The treatment of the injured was not yet complete,
and the reconstruction of the destroyed forest and village was also necessary.

They filled in the deeply gouged earth,
cleared away uprooted tree trunks,
and extracted boulders that had flown far and embedded themselves.

Such work itself wasn't difficult.
In fact, it was rather manageable.

Minor issues could all be resolved with magic,
and for tasks too strenuous, spirits came forward to help.

"Hmm... the situation seems more serious than I expected."

"Yes, the imperial people you sent
weren't very satisfactory."

However, Silvia, who was now receiving the imperial envoys,
was in a very bad mood.

Throughout the ongoing restoration and reconstruction of the Great Forest,
she had endured without a single moment's rest.

She didn't want to show weakness
to those who followed her,

And she thought she couldn't rest
when people with less strength than her were working hard.

"...Ahem, Princess.
You look very tired, perhaps we are being impolite..."

"It is indeed impolite, as is barging in saying
you need to see the situation, so don't worry about it."

"...Haha, I certainly feel
apologetic about that."

But that didn't mean
she had time to spare.

At the very least, she had no time
to entertain imperial envoys who had suddenly arrived.

"Get to the point, just the point.
For what reason have you come here?"

"...Haha, of course, regarding the relationship between our side and the Great Forest—"

"It's better not to lie,
if you hope my patience with you doesn't run out."

That's why Silvia didn't mince words.
She needed to go help her fellow elves as soon as possible.

She had no time to talk with the old man in front of her,
who kept stroking his pink beard while hiding his true intentions.

Realizing her words were not false,
the man cleared his throat once more and hardened his expression.

"Princess, could you dismiss the people for a moment?"

"...Very well."

"Pr-Princess?!"

"How can the Princess have a private audience with a human?!"

With one look from her indicating she wouldn't change her mind,
the elves guarding her and the knights surrounding the man
slowly began to leave the tent,

And finally, when everyone had left, only
Silvia and the man named Azahra remained inside.

"Since you want only the main point,
I will explain immediately."

"...Yes, go ahead and try."

No matter how solemn an expression the man before her wore,
she wasn't particularly interested.

She just wanted to leave this place as soon as possible
and help with the reconstruction of the Great Forest.

"I have some idea about those who
attacked the Great Forest this time."

"...!"

"W-wait, please calm—"

However, that thought was immediately pushed aside.
Words she couldn't ignore had escaped from his mouth.

When she came to her senses, she was already
holding an ice crystal to his throat,

And tree roots had grown from the ground to restrain him
while simultaneously blocking the tent's only entrance.

"...Speak, clearly."

"...Sigh, I understand your agitation...
but might I suggest you calm down a little..."

"..."

The ice disappears and the tree roots
restraining him return to the ground.

Although the tent entrance was still blocked,
no one paid attention to such a thing.

"...I recommend not lying."

"Why would I lie about something so important?"

They were about to begin a conversation
too significant to worry about such trivial matters.

Ch.88 - Exam
"...What are you saying?"

Gradually, she approaches me.
She's sitting down right in front of me.

As her bright yellow pupils draw closer,
I instinctively back away.

My body flinches like a herbivore
standing before a predator.

"I believe you already understand
what I mean, don't you?"

"..."

"Yes, that's right. Side effects."

Letters appear in my mind.
Letters I've seen before in the status window.

The will of the dragon dwells within your eyes.
It will constantly test you.
And it might try to take over your body.

*Was that what it meant?*

"Well, normally we wouldn't be able to meet like this.
You should have only been able to hear my voice.

"...But why?"

"I don't know either."

"...?"

"Whether by chance or because of that status window power you mentioned,
you've been pulled into your mental landscape, which works out better for me."

I don't have to worry about outside eyes here.

Her pupils elongate again,
and a slight pressure begins to emanate from her.

Her final words send a chill down my spine,
and a drop of cold sweat rolls down my face.

Then she snaps her fingers once,
and something begins to resonate around us.

"W-what is this...?"

"Ah, stay still.
It's nothing bad."

The crystals around us begin to move.
No, they're vibrating.

The crystals blooming like flowers everywhere
all show the same reaction.

And they rise.
The crystals blooming from the floor.

All the various colored crystals embedded in the black floor and walls
float up toward the sky,

Each emitting light matching its color
as they fly toward me.

One, two, three.
The crystals pile up more and more.

Even crystals that weren't visible before
emerge from the ground and take flight.

They stack up neatly,
as if forming a mountain.

"...What is this?"

"...?"

"What kind of life have you lived?
Wait, are you even human?"

She speaks while looking at the mountain-like
tower of crystals before me.

Her voice now carries a hint of confusion
compared to before.

"How could a short-lived species
have so many memories?"

"...?"

"And all of them carefully selected
from the worst, most terrible memories?"

"Wait, what do you mean—"

"This can't be right... hold on.
Why are there seven of those?"

With her last words,
her gaze fixes on something.

Her sharp gaze points toward
the very bottom of the crystal tower.

And just as she said,
exactly seven black crystals of different sizes

Were positioned at the bottom.

"...Hey, you... what the hell are you?"

"Kuh...gah...suddenly..."

"You're clearly human—your appearance, your smell.
Everything points to you being human."

My throat is seized by an unknown force
and I'm lifted into the air.

I frantically try to grab at it,
but the formless energy can't be grasped.

It just silently tightens around my throat.

"But why do you have
so many black crystals?"

"Ka...hack..."

"Ah, you don't understand what I'm saying?
Let me kindly explain."

Mental landscape.
A subconscious space made up of
a being's memories, experiences, and heart,

A place where one's heart
is more clearly revealed than anywhere else.

"At first, when I arrived here before you,
I wondered what all this was."

"..."

"I'd never heard of a mental landscape
with so much darkness writhing about."

"Kugh...!"

"Did you know that the atmosphere of a mental landscape
reflects the life a person has lived?

It shows what kind of mindset they've had,
what emotions they've harbored."

As the force choking me grows stronger,
her hair ripples once more.

That wasn't all.
Small horns were growing from her head,
and her fair skin was slowly peeling away to reveal scales.

"And each crystal here represents
a deeply embedded memory, experience, or thought."

"..."

"Since everyone has different experiences and memories,
their colors naturally vary widely,

But there's one color that appears commonly in all people. No,
in all living beings."

She approaches me as I hang suspended in the air.

With vertically slit pupils and
an arm now completely covered in scales, she reaches out.

"Birth and death.
With very few exceptions,
everyone has only one of each color."

"..."

"But you, what are you?"

Finally, she looks up at me
from below.

Tapping the tips of her fully grown horns
with her finger.

"How can you have seven black crystals,
which represent the moment of death that one experiences only at the very end?"

"..."

"You're just a human, at best
a being with a finite lifespan."

How are you repeating death?

Her voice changes.

A voice that sends chills throughout my body
emerges from her small mouth.

"You don't yearn for life.
I can tell just by the atmosphere of this place.

Yet eternal death
doesn't come to you either.

A contradiction, a perfect contradiction."

"...kuh...huh."

"And as far as I know,
there's only one kind of being like that.

Those parasites that grant power to mere creatures,
make them avoid the peace called death,
and feed on their belief."

"..."

"Gods—what relationship do you have with them?"

Ash spews from her mouth.
Ash like black fog.

Ominous ash that seems like it would kill instantly
if inhaled even slightly filled the black space,

And as the pressure on my neck released,
my body fell downward.

With a thud, my body received a light impact,
and rapid breaths escaped from my mouth.

As she watched me the whole time,
a pair of wings rose from her shoulders.

Wings that fluttered like a cloak,
torn and tattered in all directions.

"...Well, it doesn't matter."

"...Huh?"

Then it disappears.
That surprisingly powerful pressure.

The hot ash dissipated
before it could stick to my body,

The tattered wings vanished,
and the horns that had grown on her head left no trace.

"...Sorry, I got excited for nothing."

"..."

"Let's postpone our talk and start with the test first,
since neither of us is in the mood for conversation right now."

"...Test?"

"Yes, to determine your qualification."

"...?"

"Originally I was going to just
take over your body... but I changed my mind."

The dragon language is reality itself,
phenomenon, truth, and mystery incarnate.

And above all, it is the exclusive property of dragons.

"No species can take what is ours
without permission.

If such a being were spotted by our kind,
they would be torn to pieces."

"..."

"But there were rare cases.
Beings who used dragon language."

The Dregonian, distant descendants of dragons,
and those designated as dragon's vassals.

The only living beings that can get close to dragons.

"You're not a Dregonian, that's for sure.
Then there's only one way left, isn't there?"

"..."

"To become a vassal, you must pass a dragon's test.
And the method varies with each dragon."

The crystal tower that had been still suddenly vibrates
and then collapses.

And once again they rise.
The black crystals that had supported the tower from below.

"My test is simple."

"...What?!"

"Just endure it, don't lose consciousness.
Remember that and everything will work out."

The black crystals floating in the air
rush toward me.

Without any warning,
at incredible speed.

Unable to avoid the black crystal,
the scenery changes as soon as it hits me.

And she disappears.
She who had been standing before me with folded arms.

At the same time, my body becomes transparent,
and the black scenery around me
suddenly fills with beautiful colors.

The colors create substance,
implement texture,
and activate vision.

"...Who are you? Who ordered this?
Under whose orders are you doing this?"

As soon as my vision activates,
my sense of smell and touch follow.

Fresh, warm blood
splashes onto my hand with a wet sound.

The chilling sound of metal meeting metal
tickles my ears,

And the smell of rusty iron and the scent of blood
bring back memories from long ago.

"...see if you can endure this?!!"

"Kuuugh...aaaagh!!"

Several branding irons
in a burning hot fire.

Next to them, neatly arranged
tools for cutting and tearing.

Some seem to have already been used,
with unwashed blood dripping down.

A torture scene by any measure.
Perhaps because of past events, my head suddenly feels like it's about to split.

Clutching my throbbing head,
I barely manage to turn toward the source of the noise.

A man was repeatedly striking something
toward a chair.

Blood splattered with each strike,
suggesting torture was still in progress,

And the person tied to the chair being tortured was

"...I told you I don't know, why can't you understand?"

"...So even an assassin has loyalty, is that it?"

"No...heheh, I really don't know."

It was me, my past self.

After being betrayed by Number 8...no, by Jil,
the me who died while being tortured.

Despite being shocked by the scene unfolding before me,
only one thought comes to mind.

*Just endure it, don't lose consciousness.
Remember that and everything will work out.*

"...Haha, so that's what she meant?"

She told me to endure.
She said black crystals are the color of death.
In other words...

*She's telling me to experience death without losing consciousness...ugh!!*

"Let's see!! How long!! You can keep up this bullshit!!"

Each time he strikes my head,
"my" head hurts just the same.

A club, one with spikes embedded all over it,
the kind of weapon thugs might carry, strikes my head.

My head cracks, blood flows,
and my skull feels like it's cracking from the spikes.

Then, my body is mutilated.
Indiscriminately.

Crack, thud, crunch—sounds come from the man's club.
Horrifying sounds echo through the cramped room.

"Tsk, hey!! Is anyone there?!"

"Fu...hehe...what will I do about my broken teeth?"

"...Fortunately, they still look intact."

After those words,
the violence continued.

Beating with fists instead of the club.

My entire body was broken and torn,
and pain-filled groans began to ring like music.

However, until the end, "I" didn't lose consciousness.
Rather, the man left first, exhausted by his own efforts.

And the one who endured until the end
was "me" as well.

*Huff...huff...*

"Tsk, of all people to meet such a stubborn one...!"

"...Kah...ugh...f-fuck...it hurts so—"

"...Rest a little more comfortably,
you'll need strength to scream later."

The door opens briefly and closes.
Left by the man who stormed out.

And at the same time,
the scenery around me changes again.

Like the difference between inside and outside the door,
it changes to a completely different scene.

Snow falling heavily,
a street with cold wind blowing.
A night beautifully adorned with stars.

And under the beautiful moonlight,
a child shining alone.

The clothes they wore were close to rags,
and their body was filthy as if unwashed.

A child hugging their knees tightly
trying to endure the cold somehow.

"..."

*...Ah, fuck.*

That was also me.

Ch.89 - I Miss You
A single snowflake touches everyone equally
As it melts away

But the cold that follows
Is never equal at all.

While one man wraps himself tightly in clothes
And wears a scarf around his neck,

In this freezing weather with howling winds
There are children lying on the street
With nothing but a thin cloth as a blanket.

The piercingly cold snow
Covers the entire street.

"Huff... damn... bastards..."

*It's cold.*

And the snow covers
Not just the streets.

It harshly blankets
Everything on the road.

The white powder-like snow
Lingers beside a child.

The snow's warmth separated from the child
By just one thin piece of cloth.

"...fucking... hell, it's cold..."

*....*

Though harsh words leave the boy's mouth,
The snow offers no reply.

It simply stays silently by the boy's side
And continues to melt.

The cold wraps around my body.
A thin yet persistent chill.

It's freezing, it's cold.
My bones ache and my thoughts grow dull.

It feels like my body exists
Crumpled inside a narrow box of cold.

The boy's fingers move.
And I try to move my fingers too.

The boy's fingers don't move,
But mine move just fine.

Yet I can say with certainty that the cold feels the same.
It's a chill that remains in my memories too.

"That... damn... pig woman..."

*....*

The boy mutters about someone.
Someone who exists in my memories too.

The lady who treated me worse than a dog or pig,
Far from treating me like a human, and worked me to the bone.

The boy curls up even more.
Like a hedgehog.

"...it's okay... I'll survive, again..."

*....*

The cold digs even deeper into the body.

White steam flows
From his mouth and disappears

His fingers and toes have now
Reached the point of complete numbness.

His skin has turned blue
And he no longer looks at anything.

Snow has quietly piled up on the boy's shoulders,
And he doesn't even have the strength left
To care about such things.

The snow piles up more and more.
Like a snowman.

There's now a weight on his shoulders and hair.
A cold and heavy weight.

His fingers and toes have all swollen red,
And some of them seem beyond repair.

The boy drops his head
And buries his face in his knees.

More time passes.
Enough time for the boy to freeze solid.

"Haa... haa..."

*....*

The boy was still sitting in that spot,
And I remained lying there.

My whole body was frozen stiff
And I couldn't move.

Before it became even harder to move,
I had barely managed to lie down there.

My limbs have no feeling,
My entire body is covered in snow,
And it's becoming harder to breathe.

Every time I inhale through my nose,
A crazy chill stabs my windpipe,

And every time I exhale, I can see in real time
How my breath turns to frost.

My eyes remain tightly shut and won't open.

Because the tears I shed from the instinctive fear of death
Have frozen solid.

The boy's sense of helplessness
Transmits to me as well.

Perhaps it's only natural.
After all, that is also me.

Along with the pain of necrosis spreading throughout my body,
The scenery changes once more.

To the final moment of my third life.

***

Clatter clatter, rustle rustle.
Something moves busily.

Ash-gray hair brushes past crystals
Of different colors,

And snow-white hands and feet appear,
Completely out of place against the black background.

The one with a title that doesn't match her snow-white skin,
Bright yellow pupils, and delicate appearance.

The Lord of Ashes, Ibedia.

Her delicate hands were carefully separating
And classifying the towering crystal tower,

And her slit pupils were directed
Toward the crystals of various colors.

The classification of all crystals ends.
At an incredibly fast pace.

"...Who is this person, anyway?"

She clicks her tongue again
While looking at the gathered crystals.

Though she may appear young,
Ibedia is one of the ancient dragons who has lived for thousands of years.

She has lived and existed
For that long.

However, even she
Has never experienced death multiple times.

Transcending death was
That difficult and dangerous.

It was even more impossible for created beings.

"...It's clear they received divine power...
But then why is this happening?"

She mutters while holding a crystal
That's not quite black but dark enough.

The more painful one's experiences and memories are,
The darker the color of the crystal in the mental world becomes.

And now before her,
There were at least hundreds of crystals.

All of them dark in color.

"...How can someone be this unfortunate
Despite receiving divine power?"

According to her common sense,
It was impossible.

Even if it were power received from an evil god,
It wouldn't be this extreme.

Even evil gods tend to cherish their followers.

There's no need to bestow power
That only harms their followers.

"...Then what happened?
Is he a ghoul or undead?"

But she soon rejected that thought.
He didn't look like that at all.

He could scream properly,
His nerves weren't perfect but functioned,
And his skin had color to it.

"Anyway, it seems like it's about time he came out?"

Saying that, she looks toward the place
Where the black human had been just a moment ago.

Honestly from the beginning, she didn't think
Jenison would be able to finish this test quickly.

It was obvious.
Her test could never be passed easily.

The Lord of Ashes, Ibedia, the worst magic dragon
Born in the ashes where not a single blade of grass or tree grew.

Her test was none other than death itself.

Something everyone must experience in life,
An intangible existence that concludes life,

And something deeply imprinted in the instincts of living beings
That everyone avoids—death.

Even people who have lived relatively comfortable lives
Cannot endure their own death.

For someone who has experienced it seven times.

It means this test could never be
Easy for him.

So, she thought he would come out soon.
Unconscious from the pain.

30 minutes passed.
Honestly, she thought he was holding out quite long.

An hour passed.
At this point, she might have been slightly impressed.

She didn't expect that even a human who had lived a difficult life
Could endure it for an hour.

Three hours passed.
From here, she began to feel something was wrong.

Was he unconscious while being tortured?
That's what she thought.

More time passed.

Thinking something had gone completely wrong, she
Was about to intervene directly.

Toward the first and possibly last living being
Who might become her subordinate.

But her attempt became futile.

After sixteen hours had passed,
Only then did his figure begin to appear.

She saw him walking out
Perfectly fine, with fierce determination in his eyes.

The total time that had passed was 10 hours and 12 minutes.
It was an astonishing amount of time.

He had passed the test.
Enduring the pain for the long 10 hours.

She couldn't believe it.
It was unbelievable.

Having lived for a long time, she had
Rarely seen those called heroes.

Even they wouldn't be able to
Endure this much time in pain.

"...Impressive."

"..."

"Truly... impressive.
How is this possible...?"

It was pure admiration.

Pure admiration for a life
That she had never felt before.

It was the maximum expression of praise
That could be received from her, a dragon who was
Arrogant, haughty, and had a difficult personality.

"..."

"...What are you doing?"

But he didn't seem to feel that way.
The fierce look in his eyes didn't disappear.

Jenison approached her
Without saying a word, continuing to walk.

Finally, Jenison's hand moves
As he reaches right in front of her.

Toward the top of her head.

SMACK—
THWACK—

"Eek?!"

"...You crazy dragon bitch."

For someone who had just experienced death,
His words weren't particularly meaningful.

***

"Here, bring some bandages!!"

"Ah, yes!"

In a tent in the Great Forest
Where many injured people still lie,

A woman who isn't an elf
Can be seen changing the bandages of elves.

"Th...thank you, human.
May I ask your name?"

"My name is Ella. I don't have a family name,
As you can see, I'm a servant."

"...I see, thank you."

She carries a bucket full of water in one hand
And medicine and towels for patients in the other.

It was Ella.

Having survived by chance
With help from someone nearby,

She finishes her daily tasks
And makes her way to see her master.

Toward Jenison, who has been collapsed
And unconscious for several days.

"Young master, I'm here..."

"..."

"When will you wake up...?
You've slept enough by now... hehe."

Of course, there was no answer.
He couldn't answer while unconscious.

But that was okay. At least he was breathing.
It was fortunate enough that he survived that battle.

"...Still, it would be nice if you woke up soon."

"May I come in?"

"Ah, yes!!"

An unfamiliar voice
Asks permission to enter from outside the tent.

It sounded somewhat older,
A voice she hadn't heard here before.

"Ah, hello, miss?"

"H-hello...
But... who are you...?"

"I am Azah, the Imperial Diplomatic Minister.
May I come in for a moment?"

"Ah, y-yes!! By all means..."

"Haha, thank you."

As soon as Azah entered the room,
He saw Jenison and observed him slowly,

While Ella was still in a dazed state.

*A D-Diplomatic Minister is such a high-ranking person...!*

"Haha, the more I look, the more surprising it is?"

"...?"

"His appearance doesn't seem to have changed at all,
Yet he defeated such a monster alone?"

"..."

"The disgrace of the Duke's family, the one called the Delinquent young master...
Indeed, this is interesting.
I think I understand why he said those words suddenly."

"Excuse me..."

"Ah, I apologize. I've been talking for quite a while.
I'm sorry if I disturbed you."

"N-no! H-how could you apologize to a servant like me."

"Haha, thank you for saying so. Ah, that's right.
If he wakes up, could you deliver this message?"

"Yes? W-what..."

"Tell him that the Sun wishes to see him."

Ch.90 - News
"Isn't this too much?"

"..."

I can see various wounds on her head.
Wounds that I inflicted with my own hands.

Blood trickles from her lips,
her hair is disheveled like a wild mane,

and her mouth is pouting as she rubs
the bump protruding from her head.

Yet she doesn't voice any complaints,
which makes me think she's aware of her own fault.

For her, a dragon, patience is not an easy virtue,
unlike what it might be for a human.

"What do you take me for?"

"..."

"Just because many of my kind are arrogant
doesn't mean we all are."

"..."

"I may be arrogant too, but I'm not going to
make excuses for my own mistakes."

Her horns reappear and
her pupils elongate into slits.

In this space where not even a breeze stirs,
strands of her ash-colored hair sway gently.

"Well, anyway... you've passed my test.
A test that almost all living beings refuse and avoid."

"..."

"What matters is the result, and you overcame it.
In other words, you've earned the right to use my power."

Her torn wings appear beautifully
with a fluttering sound,

and her voice begins to sound again like the cry of a beast,
sending chills throughout my entire body.

"Ah, this is the song of fire.
The burning, blazing fire spreads to all,

Even if you jump into the river,
the fire clinging to your body will never extinguish.

The mouse that entered the river sings a song,
its heated screams boil even the river.

Ah, this is the song of rain.
With each ending of the song, one fire is extinguished,

Rain falls, the river cools,
fires go out, and screams fade.

But the curtain of the song eventually tears from wetness.
The mouse burning in the fire has also died,
and no water remains on the cooled riverbank.

All that remains is a handful of ashes.
Only black and pale ashes, soaked by rain and fire, remain."

"..."

"There, that's done."

She returns to her previous form.

Not with horns or wings,
but the appearance of an ordinary human.

Not with a growling voice, but
the thin, delicate voice of a young girl.

"What did you just do?"

"Nothing special, just something similar to
what you humans do when making the sign of the cross."

She says this as she
approaches me.

Or rather, her hand does.

"...?!"

"Ah, stay still."

Her hand reaches for my clothes,
suddenly pulling back my collar,

I was about to protest, but
her finger points to something.

A mark embedded in my neck,
emitting a slight smoke.

"What is this?"

"A mark symbolizing that you're my vassal.
Even most dragons wouldn't dare disrespect it."

"..."

"With this, you've become my vassal.
You can freely use our language now.
The efficiency will be incomparably better than before."

"..."

"But don't use it too much.
This only grants you qualification."

"...?"

"Sigh... only use it as much as your body can handle.
Your body is human, not dragon."

According to her, this mark is merely
permission to use Dragon Language.

It allows other dragons to see me and let me pass
without killing me.
The greatly increased efficiency is just a bonus.

Plus, I no longer need to worry about her taking over my body,
so I don't have to worry about that side effect,

but it doesn't reduce the physical strain,
so I should use it moderately.

"And don't come here again.
If you try to come here one more time, you might really die."

"I understand."

"Listen to your voice. Are you still angry?"

"..."

"Heh, but since I'm sorry,
I'll send you back quickly as a service."

"What?"

"Farewell and take care. Don't come again.
You're my vassal now, after all."

She pushes my body,
and I move backward.

One step back,
there's no floor.

The floor that should be behind me
can't be felt.

As I fall backward,
she waves her hand at me.

With a faint smile on her lips.
A sad smile like none I've ever seen before.

***

"...!"

"Eek!!"

As I open my eyes and try to sit up,
my head collides with something.

"M-Master?!"

"..Ella."

Ella was beside me, covering her forehead
and looking at me with large eyes.

Dark circles hung heavily under her eyes
as if she had stayed up all night,

her hair was disheveled,
and in one hand she held a wet cloth.

Not knowing what to say first,
I just stared at her quietly,

and in her round, bright eyes,
a tear like a glass bead formed.

"M-Master, are you alright?!"

"Yes, I think I'm fine—"

"Hey!!"

Just as my heart softened at her tearful voice,

she threw down the wet cloth she was holding
and ran outside.

Shortly after, several knights and
elves entered with medicine and bandages.

Along with Ella.

"Oh, human, you've really woken up?!"

"Haha, thank goodness, truly thank goodness!!"

"For now, you're still a patient, so rest is essential, human."

They examined various parts of my body
and changed the herbs and bandages.

Their warm welcome, as if they'd seen a noble,
feels very awkward to me.

As I was still adjusting to the unfamiliar
cheers and admiration directed at me,

someone else entered.
She who still carried the scent of nature.

"I'm glad you're awake."

"Princess, what brings you here—"

"Don't strain yourself and lie down.
Your muscles must be stiff from just waking up."

Silvia Restonil.
The Princess of the Elves.

As soon as she entered the room,
not only the elves but even the knights
knelt and paid their respects to her.

I too was about to show proper respect,
but she stopped me.

"I cannot let our benefactor—the benefactor of all elves—
bow his head to someone like me."

"..."

It was a dangerous statement.
At least in the presence of imperial knights.

She, with the status of an elven princess,
was showing preferential treatment to me, officially a commoner.

But she didn't seem to care about that at all.

As if I were the most important person right now.

"We made a deal, didn't we? In exchange for the spirit stone,
you would grant me one favor."

"..."

"Let's forget about that.
I'll give you the spirit stone for free."

"..."

"What you did to save us is worth
more than one favor, and beyond.

And if there's anything else you want,
just say it. I'll grant whatever it is."

As soon as she finished speaking, she bowed her head.

I could hear some elves behind her expressing surprise,
but she paid no attention.

If anything, with each sound of surprise,
she bowed her head even deeper.

"I am truly, truly grateful."

"..."

"I'll give you this as well."

She handed me a small leaf from her bosom.

Though it looked similar to the leaf
I received from Plante,

it was completely different inside.

On a single, fresh leaf,
sapphire-blue glittering letters were
intricately embedded like a magic circle.

As if it were a language and symbol in itself.

"P-Princess, that's...!"

"Even so, to give that..."

"Silence."

She immediately silenced the few elves
who were still kneeling behind her with minor complaints.

With a look of contempt.

"Are you still fools trapped in your sense of superiority,
unable to come to your senses?"

"N-No..."

"Th-That's not it...!"

"Then shut up.
If you want to preserve the lives you've barely saved."

She then looked at me again with a completely
different voice and expression than before.

And taking out another leaf identical to the one
she gave me from her bosom, she continued.

"That is the 'Primordial Leaf,' which only
the royal family of elves can possess."

"Why give this to me..."

"There are stories that our ancestors used to
give this to benefactors of the elves.

With instructions that whoever possesses this leaf
should be treated with the utmost respect."

"..."

"There's no one more deserving than you.
I would be pleased if you accept it."

With another brief bow and expression of gratitude,
she left, bringing the situation to a close,

and now all that remained for me was

"Master... are you really alright?"

"Yes, you were just here with me earlier."

"R-Really...?"

to comfort Ella, who was still sniffling
beside the bed where I lay.

While stroking Ella's head,
I asked about what had happened outside during my absence.

How the restoration of the Great Forest was progressing,
what happened to the creature I was holding,
whether there were any other issues.

As we chatted about these trivial matters,
Ella suddenly clapped her hands as if realizing something.

And looking at me with anxious eyes,
trembling slightly,
she reminded me of a large pet dog.

"M-Master..."

"What's wrong? Is something amiss?"

"W-Well..."

"Speak, Ella."

"While you were unconscious...
the Imperial Diplomatic Minister came by."

"That doesn't seem particularly wrong.
I doubt you would have been disrespectful."

Since the Empire and the elves are,
at the very least, in a friendly relationship,

whether he came to check on the situation and offer support
or to take advantage of the situation,

the visit of a diplomatic minister itself
didn't seem unusual to me.

"B-But..."

"...?"

"He left a message for you..."

"What is it?"

"His Imperial Majesty... wishes to meet you."

That's when I realized.
This was truly an insane proposition.

Ch.91 - The Returned Empire
"Young master! Did you hear that we're returning to the Empire tomorrow—"

"I've already heard, so stop making a fuss."

Even after I woke up, time continued to pass quickly. Just enough time for the injured to become somewhat mobile.

But since they were only barely able to move around, I thought it would still take more time before we could return to the Empire.

"Oh, by the way, we have something from the Empire, Lady Silvia."

"...Indeed, that curly-bearded fellow did bring quite a load when he came."

When Azah visited the Great Forest, the problem was solved thanks to the medicines, potions, and carriages provided by the Empire.

Since the Great Forest side also didn't have abundant resources to support the injured and the Empire's people any longer, they seemed to have chosen to send the Empire's people back.

"..."

"What will you do when you return, young master?"

"First, I need to return to the Academy. I can't afford to miss any more classes."

"Ah, yes..."

"And..."

Unable to continue speaking, my head tilts back.

I place my hand on my forehead and inwardly let out a deep sigh.

*I'll have to meet the Emperor.*

"Young master? Are you feeling unwell again?"

"No, I'm fine."

Even as I reassured the worried Ella, time continued to pass, and tomorrow arrived before I knew it. That awkward and burdensome tomorrow.

***

"It's a shame I can't go with you."

"No, you still have matters to attend to here."

I thought she was just being polite, but she seemed genuinely disappointed, a slight smile playing on her lips.

Then she bowed her head again, with many elves behind her.

"...I thank you once more. Thanks to you, we were able to survive."

"..."

Her head slowly lifted, and her face came into my view.

Her hair fluttered in the wind as the sunlight shone brilliantly behind her.

"It would be inappropriate to wish for the Great Forest's blessing to remain with you any longer."

"...?"

"Because you are no longer a stranger to us."

"...?"

"We are proud, arrogant even, it's true. But at least, we have never forgotten a debt of gratitude."

With those words, her final greeting was different from before.

With a bright smile that didn't match her solemn tone and words, she said:

"The Great Forest will always be with you on your path."

***

"Young master."

"What is it?"

"When you return... what will you do?"

In the rattling carriage, Ella, sitting across from me, speaks up.

Her hair sways gently with the carriage's movement.

"...Why do you suddenly ask that?"

"Just... I suddenly felt... that I don't know when you might leave again."

"..."

"My parents passed away when I was young, both of them."

"..."

"It was just a simple robbery. They broke into our house and even set it on fire."

I begin to notice her hands trembling slightly.

Probably her body's reaction to recalling unpleasant memories.

Nevertheless, she didn't stop speaking midway. As if this was something she had to say.

"My father and mother were ordinary people, so they couldn't fight against armed robbers."

"..."

"Fortunately, my younger sibling and I were saved by someone who happened to be passing by our house, but it was too late for my parents."

"..."

Throughout our conversation, Ella's lowered head finally looks up at me.

With a single round tear forming in her eye.

"Young master, the madam also asked me to take good care of you."

"...Yes, I know."

"But the way you are now... it makes me very anxious."

"..."

"It feels like you could collapse with the slightest misstep and break beyond repair."

"..."

"I want you to live a long life. Because you're also precious to me now."

Just my collapse alone must have been a great shock to her, as words she would never normally say came pouring out of her mouth.

And all of them filled with deeply suppressed emotions.

"So... what I want to say is..."

"...You can stop now, Ella. I understand what you're trying to say."

"...Pardon?"

"I'll be more careful from now on. I won't put myself in dangerous situations."

I cut off her words before her voice could become more tearful.

It seemed difficult for her to continue speaking.

Besides, I understood her anxiety.

Seeing someone she considered family lying unconscious for three days.

For her, who had already lost family once before, it must have hit even harder.

*I really should be careful for a while.*

The promise that couldn't be kept circled only in my mind today.

With no one to hear it.

***

"We've arrived, Commander."

"Huff... First, move the injured. I'll handle the paperwork."

"Yes!!"

"And escort those people as well."

The carriage door opens, announcing our arrival at the Empire.

I wake up Ella, who had fallen asleep just a little while ago, and step outside to see servants unloading luggage and knights supporting the injured.

Up ahead, the knight commander is busy writing something.

"Hey, lower it slowly!!"

"That might be worth more than your salary?!"

The servants chat while moving the luggage, and from further ahead come the bustling sounds of the street:

"—it's quite expensive..."

"—news of the return has..."

"Kyahaha!! Mom, over here, over here!"

Just as I was beginning to feel that we had finally arrived at the Empire after that long journey—

"M-move aside!!"

"W-wait, you can't do this!"

"I said move aside!! W-where is the knight commander?!"

Someone appears from up ahead, pushing aside the knights who were moving the injured.

A shiny-headed, plump man with a purple cape fluttering behind him comes running.

For some reason, desperately searching for the knight commander, and upon finding him, he immediately rushes over and—

"My... my son!! Where is my son?!!"

—grabs him by the collar and starts shaking him violently.

Despite this man's rude behavior, which suggested he had completely lost his senses, the knight commander showed no reaction.

He seemed to be waiting silently for the man to calm down on his own.

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

"Please calm down, Duke Blen."

After a while, the man who had been frantically shaking the collar began to pant heavily, then knelt down, gasping for breath.

More importantly, what I just heard, if my ears weren't mistaken...

"Did he say duke...?"

"That person... could it be..."

"The head of the Blen ducal family?!"

"Oh my, then Lord Robert... gasp!!"

It seemed I hadn't misheard, as the servants' chatter reached my ears.

Gren, the head of the Blen ducal family. One of the few dukes in this Empire, and also—

"W-what...?! R-Robert is... dead?!!"

"...I'm sorry... *cough*!"

"D-don't talk nonsense!! Where are you hiding my son?!"

—the father of Robert, who was the first to be sacrificed in the Great Forest.

***

"...I apologize—"

"Stop the nonsense and bring him quickly... my son... bring my son to me!!"

The knight commander's words are cut off.

Cut off by some man's palm aimed at his face.

*Slap—*
*Slap—*

The knight commander's head turns left and right in succession.

"Y-you should have died instead...!! Isn't that why I sent you all?!"

"...I truly apologize for failing to protect him—"

"If you're sorry, then go and bring my son back alive!!"

Once again, the man's hand flies toward the knight commander's face.

Not with an open palm like before, but with a fully clenched fist.

"That's enough."

"W-what... who are you?!"

But the fist never connected. Someone intercepted it.

A blond man wearing armor with golden pauldrons on his shoulders and a lion emblem on his chest.

The massive sword strapped to his back looked too heavy for even two grown men to lift.

Even I, who rarely attended social gatherings, knew his appearance and reputation.

One of the most powerful individuals in the country, the Empire's protector and the Golden Knight, Reindel.

He had appeared and caught Gren's fist.

"Y-you are?!"

"This is an imperial knight order. Not a knight order belonging to you, Duke."

"W-what...!"

"What happened to your son is truly regrettable, but I cannot allow any further violence."

"Y-you... I am a duke of this country...!"

"And I am the commander of the First Knight Order and directly under His Imperial Majesty."

His height, about 1.5 times that of an average adult male, looked down upon Duke Gren, who was slightly shorter than average.

Like looking at David and Goliath, the enormous difference in build momentarily made Duke Gren flinch.

But soon he regained his composure and shouted loudly, expressing his indignation.

"No, my son died in a distant land because of these incompetent fools—how can I possibly calm down?!"

"...That is truly unfortunate. So let's first hear the reports from the other knights and assess the situation—"

"What situation assessment!! My son is dead because of them!!"

Though his attitude was unbearably rude, he was still a duke of this country.

Not someone who could be dealt with carelessly.

As long as he was raging like this, there were only two options to calm him down:

Either subdue him by force without considering the consequences,

Or have someone appear whom even a duke couldn't easily oppose, at least another duke.

*Well, both possibilities are highly unlikely—*

"Excuse me, may I intervene?"

"Who else... huh!"

A snow-white old man clearing his throat as he stepped out from behind the giant.

There he was. Someone even a duke couldn't oppose. An old man who ruled over a religious order and monopolized the priests.

"P-Pope?!"

"Ho ho, I came to treat the injured... but I seem to have stumbled upon an interesting situation."

It was the appearance of the Pope.

Ch.92 - Something Went Wrong
"P-Pope...!"

"...What brings you here, Your Holiness?"

"Ah, just something like a stroll. No need to concern yourself..."

Even though he tells them not to worry, their mouths remain tightly shut.

No matter their status as dukes or imperial knights, they wouldn't dare raise their voices as they had moments ago in his presence.

"Why, didn't I say it was fine to continue fighting?"

"..."

"Please feel free to fight as you wish, and pay no mind to the injured being diligently carried away over there?"

The Pope still has his hands clasped behind his back, his face full of smiles.

But the aura emanating from behind him was not warm at all—only ominous.

"...I apologize, Your Holiness."

"Ahem... I too..."

"There's no need to apologize to me."

He passes by.
Past the two offering their apologies.

Without sparing them even a glance.

"Save your apologies for those injured soldiers who received delayed treatment because of you."

"...Ahem... cough..."

"...Yes, I will do so."

Behind the still-smiling Pope follows a multitude of priests.

So many people that one wouldn't have known where they'd been hiding.

"Now, everyone spread out and focus on moving and treating the injured."

At the Pope's command, all the priests behind him scattered,
each moving patients, stabilizing them, and infusing them with holy power.

"Well, I don't see any patients who need my personal attention..."

"Your Holiness?"

"Haha, I see a familiar face after so long?"

The Pope stops.
Right beside the carriage I'm riding in.

Though a questioning voice came from the high priest following behind the Pope like an attendant,

he paid no attention and flung open the carriage door.

"It's been a while, brother."

"...Hello."

"If it's not too presumptuous, may I join you for a moment?"

"..."

"Haha, thank you."

He enters the carriage without waiting for my answer.

His movements as natural as flowing water.

"...Do you have some business with me?"

"...Huh, do you really not know?"

After suddenly entering my carriage,
I naturally assumed he had some specific business with me,

but instead he looks at me with disbelief,
as if I should already know why he's here.

Since I truly had no idea, I could only stare back at his face.

"Your reputation has been spreading quietly throughout the Empire.
How could I possibly ignore that?"

"...What nonsense is that?"

***

It was just a day or two after that incident occurred in the Great Forest.

Suddenly, a summons was issued to the highest-ranking officials among the Empire's prominent ministers.

"What's this sudden matter about?"

"Has there been any recent reason for His Majesty to call us so abruptly?"

"Hmm, I can't think of anything no matter how hard I try..."

Everyone who held power in the Empire was gathered—
those in charge of judicial and administrative affairs,
as well as those possessing great wealth.

Despite the presence of all these influential figures,
not one knew why they had been summoned.

"...I don't know either."

"Ruindel, you don't know either?"

Even Ruindel, the captain of the Imperial Knights
and known as the Guardian of the Empire,

was inwardly confused by the sudden summons
that had arrived from the Imperial Palace.

"Hmm, what could His Majesty suddenly..."

"I thought you would know?"

"...I don't."

Just then, the door opened and four people entered.
They were the heads of the Four Great Houses.

But they were no different from the others.
They too had been brought here by the sudden summons.

Though they didn't know why they had been summoned so abruptly,
they couldn't defy the Imperial order.

They could only quietly wait for the person
who had orchestrated all of this.

"...By the way, you seem completely unfazed?"

"What are you trying to say, Renuel?"

"Oh nothing~ I thought you might be happier...
now that your family's disgrace is gone?"

"...Your mouth is as foul as ever, you ugly old fox."

"The Sun has arrived!!!"

In the midst of the verbal sparring between Reinhardt
and Renuel, a loud voice echoed through the hall.

A booming voice that naturally drew everyone's attention.

As soon as the announcement rang out,
music began to play from somewhere,
and silence fell over the hall.

Footsteps growing louder from somewhere
filled the entire hall,

and then the Sun revealed himself.

"Behold the Sun!"

"Behold the Sun!!!"

Everyone's gaze immediately focused on one place.

On the man who walked in with confident strides
and sat comfortably on the throne.

"It's been a while for everyone, hasn't it?"

A throne embroidered with golden suns
and embedded with all kinds of jewels.

Upon it sat a man whose red cape fluttered,
matching the color of his hair.

"Today, well, I have something brief to discuss.
That's why I called you all here... I hope I haven't disturbed you?"

"Not at all, Your Majesty!!"

The Emperor of this Empire,
the man called the Sun.

His name was Siegfried.
Siegfried Frabel.

***

No one dared to speak carelessly.
Not after that man appeared.

Because they clearly knew who the man before them was.

The Sun—he was the Sun of this Empire
and the perfect monarch.

"Your Majesty, may we know why you have summoned
all of us at this hour?"

But some people were less intimidated than others.

The Four Great Houses—the most powerful and prestigious
among the nobles.

From their position of constantly checking imperial power,
they had no reason to feel intimidated.

After all, the Empire needed them.

"Haha, of course."

"Then could you please tell us the reason now—"

"Before that, how much do you know about
the recent attack that occurred within the Empire?"

It was a sudden question.
One completely unrelated to the situation.

"By recent... do you mean the attack
that happened within the religious order?"

"Yes, isn't it strange?"

The Emperor rises from his throne.
Still fluttering his blood-red cape.

Thump, thump.
The sound of the Emperor walking down the corridor
echoes throughout the hall.

"Why, why specifically attack the religious order?"

"..."

"If they wanted to cause chaos in the Empire,
there were plenty of other possible targets."

"..."

"Moreover, the order's security was extremely tight at that time
due to an important announcement being made."

"..."

"Yet why did they insist on targeting the religious order?"

No answer came to the Emperor's question.

It was clearly a strange situation, as he said.
They attacked only the religious order, insisted on targeting it,
and no other place suffered damage.

"Although most members are priests,
the religious order is certainly not an easy opponent, is it?"

"..."

"Yet they nearly achieved victory against the order,
so I had an investigation conducted."

After all, information about new forces is always essential.

As soon as the Emperor finished speaking,
servants came running from somewhere with hurried steps.

Each carrying stacks of documents.

"The materials being distributed now are the investigation results
on the forces that attacked the order. Please read them all."

Everyone read the documents in their own way.

Some flipped through them quickly,
as if they weren't particularly interested,

while others read carefully, raising their monocles,
as if truly intrigued.

Renuel was even using magic to read the documents.

"...Hmm, certainly... at this level..."

"No, where on earth did such a force emerge from?"

"One might say they possess the power
of a small country..."

But the assessments of those who had read all the documents
were mostly similar.

They were strong.
Their numbers couldn't be ignored for a mere gathering of heretics,

and their military might couldn't be dismissed
given what they had accomplished.

"No, the fact that high-grade magic stones were found
in bulk at their suspected hideout—"

"T-this level of magic formula is beyond even high-ranking mages—"

"What does it mean that they apparently experimented on monsters—"

High-grade magic stones were among the energy sources
highly valued even in the Empire,

and the magic formulas they had drawn on walls and floors
looked complex at a glance.

Moreover, the discovery of notes describing previously unseen monster forms
and their characteristics at their hideout.

Their actions were too suspicious to be considered
an ordinary group of heretics.

"Besides... though they were exhausted,
they supposedly held their own against the Pope?"

"What? That can't be!"

"No, that's impossible—"

The Emperor's words drove the final nail
for those already shocked.

The hall, which had been filled with silence until moments ago,
was now packed with murmurs,

and the Emperor's mouth didn't stop there.

"Come to think of it... the Great Forest was also devastated
by what appears to be one of their remaining monsters."

"The... the Great Forest?!"

"That place full of those arrogant pointy-ears...!"

"Yes, and because of it, our side
seems to have suffered very serious damage as well."

The hall, which had been filled with murmurs,
now erupted with commotion.

The Great Forest was attacked?
That Great Forest full of spirits and elves?

"Then... then this is no time for us to be idle!"

"We must prepare for an attack."

"W-wait, first we need to confirm the facts...!"

The Emperor, watching the confused nobles with satisfaction,
begins to move again.

Toward the Four Great Houses.

"Haha, by the way...
you must be quite disappointed?"

"What do you mean... Your Majesty?"

No, to be precise, he was addressing Duke Reinhardt.

"As soon as we heard about the attack on the Great Forest,
the Imperial Palace sent a messenger."

"..."

"We had to decide whether to provide support,
or rather take advantage of the situation to devour the Great Forest."

"..."

"But the situation was already over?
All that remained was news that someone had killed the monster."

"...Your Majesty, what does that have to do with me..."

"Just listen a bit more, it's relevant."

As the Emperor continued his story,
his lips were somehow full of smiles,

and Duke Reinhardt thought it was
a very unpleasant smile.

"Who do you think killed that monster?"

"..."

"At first, I too thought it was the Knight Captain I sent as escort,
or if not him, then the elves."

"..."

"But the information coming back was different?
The person who killed it was neither the Knight Captain nor the elves."

The Emperor passes by Reinhardt's side,
then places his hand firmly on his shoulder.

And with a sinister smile,
he looks at the side of his face,

which appeared quite offensive to others watching.

"The disgrace of the Reinhardt family, the child you recently
drove out of your family according to public knowledge."

"...?"

"They say that child was the one who killed the monster.
All the information coming to me says so."

The Duke had no idea what expression
he himself was making right now.

The identity of the person mentioned
was someone he never expected.

"Haha... Your Majesty, your joke seems to have gone too far—"

"It's no joke?"

"..."

He naturally let out a chuckle, thinking it was
just the Emperor's mischievous prank,

but what came back was an uncompromisingly
firm, serious voice.

"Well, the Imperial family is only grateful.
Didn't you cast that child out?"

"..."

"We nearly faced a situation where your power would have grown even greater.
The imperial authority might have been threatened, don't you think?!"

"..."

"For once, I have reason to thank you, haha!"

The Emperor, laughing heartily, pats his shoulder
a few times and passes by his side again.

And the Duke, who couldn't laugh at all—
the contrast between the two was striking.

No matter how hard the Duke tried to cover his face with his hands,
he couldn't hide his already distorted expression,

and his face was already imprinted in everyone's eyes.
A face that seemed to sense something had gone terribly wrong.

Ch.93 - Burdensome
People around Duke Reinhardt began to slowly distance themselves from him.

The atmosphere emanating from him was clearly unsettling.

"...Reinhardt, are you alright?"

"..."

Things were bad enough that even Renuel, who usually snapped at him whenever they met, was concerned about his complexion.

That was proof of how serious his expression had become.

Unlike his usual stoic reactions and expressionless face, he was different now.

His face was contorted with no sign of relaxing, and blood dripped from his trembling fists.

"Ah-ahem, the wind here is too..."

"...Haha, certainly the energy feels off—"

The nobles around him cleared their throats awkwardly and moved away.

They didn't want to upset his already foul mood.

"Haha, isn't that child remarkable? Who would dare call that child a disgrace now?"

"Y-yes..."

"In-indeed..."

But the Emperor had no reason to care about such things.

No matter how weak the imperial authority might be, he was still the ruler of this country.

No one existed who would raise their voice or object to his words.

Only those who agreed with him remained.

"Don't you think it's admirable and impressive that such a child came from our Empire?"

"Y-yes, Your Majesty."

"Hahaha, I'm wondering how we should reward this..."

Watching the Emperor ramble on, possibly aware of others' private circumstances,

Duke Reinhardt felt his insides twisting violently.

*...How on earth?*

That was one of the first thoughts that crossed his mind when he heard the Emperor's words.

His eyes couldn't have been wrong. That boy, Jenison, was definitely weak.

Not only was his talent useless in combat, but the boy also didn't put in any effort.

He was someone who didn't care about sword training.

Nor was he naturally skilled with one-handed or two-handed swords.

No matter how you looked at it, that inadequate boy had no room for growth anywhere.

He wasn't like his son Allen, who was naturally talented with swords and backed by innate ability.

Nor was he like his daughter Aria, who was exceptionally brilliant in the field of magic.

Compared to these two, that child wasn't just not a genius—he was slow-witted.

That's why he had chosen him. As a sacrifice for the family.

He thought it was unfortunate but unavoidable. The future of the family was more important than personal wishes.

Being the head of a ducal family meant exactly that.

*...But why did it turn out like this?*

News of the child he had cast aside was now on the Emperor's lips.

And not just any news—tales of valor that no one could ignore.

Had he misjudged?
Should he not have cast that child aside?

He had cast him out for the family's sake, but was that actually against the family's interests?

*...Father.*

Amidst the various thoughts swirling in the Duke's mind, a woman's voice echoed.

The voice of his daughter Aria, whom he had raised like a precious treasure, unlike Jenison, and who was overflowing with talent.

***

"...Father."

"Hmm, Aria? Come in."

A voice reached the Duke as he wrestled with piles of documents in his room.

It was his daughter, Aria.

For some reason, her voice carried a grave tone.

"...Aria, have you been crying?"

"...Father. No, Duke... please answer just one thing."

"...Very well, I'll answer anything."

A voice that seemed about to break into tears, eyes already red from crying.

And the fact that she called him "Duke" instead of "Father."

Seeing her clearly serious demeanor, his own voice naturally lowered.

"Father, what did you do to my brother?"

The subject she brought up was completely unexpected.

"What are you talking about, Aria?"

"...Are you pretending not to know?"

"Has something happened to your brother Allen—"

"Father."

Gone was her tearful voice, replaced by a distinctly lower tone.

Was it just his imagination that her red eyes looked even redder today?

"You... know that's not... what I'm talking about."

"...I don't understand."

"I heard everything."

"..."

"Now I understand why you reacted that way when I went to my brother's room back then."

"..."

"And why Ella, who was always with my brother, was so hostile toward you."

He couldn't bear to see the tears finally flowing from her eyes, so he buried his face in his documents.

With his eyes tightly shut and his lips pressed inward.

"...It seems to be true, since you're not saying anything."

"...Aria."

"How could you... do that to my brother?"

Tears finally streamed down from Aria's wide eyes.

Hot, transparent tears that both matched and contrasted with her deep red eyes.

"...It was necessary for the family."

"Is the family that important? Important enough to abandon your own child?!"

"..."

"I respected you, Father... I truly respected you so much...!"

"..."

"I don't think I can anymore. I'm sorry, Fath—Duke."

As if she had made a great decision, she corrected how she addressed me, and no more words were exchanged.

Because Aria had stormed out, slamming the door behind her.

I didn't regret it, because it was for the family. And I thought I never would.

***

*Haha, that's a face I've never seen before, Duke.*

Emperor Siegfried Frabel.

He was extremely pleased watching Duke Reinhardt, who was trembling and unable to speak.

In the current Empire, where imperial authority was constantly threatened by the four great families, a terrible thing like his power growing further hadn't happened.

*This is an unexpected windfall.*

It was quite a pleasing sight to see his expression—which had never once been distorted—and his body—which had never shown proper reactions—so disheveled.

*Jenison... was that his name?*

At the same time, he became curious.

How had a child not yet of age, who until recently bore the title of Delinquent and sole disgrace, achieved such a feat?

"Your Majesty, is something the matter?"

"Ah, Ruindel, is that you?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"...Hmm."

The Golden Knight Ruindel before him.

Captain of the Imperial Knights and a warrior worthy of his reputation.

"Ruindel."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Could you do it?"

"I'm not sure what you mean."

"Could you have killed a monster that turned the Great Forest into a wasteland by yourself, at the age when you would have been attending the Academy?"

"..."

His contemplation didn't last long.

His eyes, which had closed briefly as if to consider, opened quickly.

"Yes."

"..."

"I believe I could have."

"Hahaha!! That's what I like to hear, that's what makes you an imperial knight!"

After hearing his answer, the Emperor laughed heartily and turned his steps elsewhere.

Toward Azah, who served as the diplomatic minister.

"Azah."

"...Yes, Your Majesty. You called?"

"You have the authority, don't you? The authority to go to the Great Forest."

"...But Your Majesty, going to the Great Forest now could cause misunderstandings..."

"No need to worry, as long as you don't bring weapons."

"..."

"You have only two tasks there."

"Command me."

The diplomatic minister bowed his head directly in front of the Emperor.

It was more than enough to draw the attention and interest of others.

Everyone listened carefully to the words about to leave the Emperor's mouth.

In the terribly quiet silence.

"First, ask about the Great Forest's intentions. Whether they wish to continue friendly relations with us."

"...However, from their perspective, to prevent any possible invasion..."

"Of course, that's just the surface reason."

The Emperor interrupted Azah, who was about to say he could predict the outcome.

His red cape fluttering.

"The important thing is to ask the Great Forest to share information and form an alliance."

"...What?!"

"Y-Your Majesty... how...!"

"An alliance with those arrogant ones...!"

Some of the nobles who had been eavesdropping on their conversation rose up in protest.

Saying an alliance with those arrogant ones was out of the question. That the Empire's strength alone was sufficient, and that the disadvantages of forming an alliance would outweigh the benefits.

They tried hard to oppose the sun, but...

"I assure you, they will agree to an alliance. Those creatures are as much their enemies as ours."

"..."

"And after what happened to the Order and the Great Forest, how can anyone assert that the Empire will remain unscathed?"

"..."

"To prevent civilian casualties and innocent bloodshed, we must uproot these creatures as quickly as possible."

A mere human's voice could never reach the sun.

They could only obey.

"I will carry out your orders."

"Good, and second..."

"Yes."

"That child, you know?"

"...I'm not sure who you mean."

"The child who is no longer of the Reinhardt name, but has become the hero of the Great Forest."

Duke Reinhardt, standing at a distance, turned his head slightly, but the smile never left the Emperor's lips.

"I would like to see that child. Could you convey that?"

"...!"

Somehow, the fact that the smile was directed slightly toward the Duke must have been everyone's imagination.

***

"...That's how it happened."

"...Haha."

"I can't remember the last time the Emperor personally showed interest in someone."

"..."

"So, how do you feel now? How does it feel to have the attention of the entire Empire?"

The Pope's lips curl into a smile that shows no sign of fading as he asks as if he truly doesn't know.

It's such an annoying smile that I want to punch him.

How do I feel? Isn't it obvious?

"...It's burdensome."

"Hahaha!!"

Ch.94 - Reinhardt
"So, what are you going to do?"

"...What do you mean?"

The Pope's gleaming teeth continue to shine toward me.

He doesn't even try to hide his smile.

"Your future actions, of course."

"...?"

Seeing my confused expression, he sighs as if he can't believe my reaction.

Then he taps the wall of the carriage with his finger, rests his chin on one hand, and speaks again.

"Even if meeting the Emperor is your immediate concern..."

"..Is it really appropriate to refer to His Majesty so casually?"

"They say even kings get criticized behind closed doors, so what does it matter?"

"..."

"Anyway, I'm curious about where you'll go next and what you plan to do."

"Why would that interest you...?"

"Well, it doesn't hurt to know the whereabouts of someone who has the full attention of the Empire's sun, does it?"

"Was that why you pretended to know me from the beginning?"

Though I just casually threw out the question, he seems to take it quite seriously.

The smile that had bloomed across his face instantly vanishes, and his now-serious eyes fix on me.

"Of course, that's not the only reason."

"..."

"Come to think of it, even the Saintess expressed her gratitude to you. Shouldn't I do the same?"

"..There's really no need to go that far—"

"No."

The Pope interrupts me, holding his palm out toward me.

His eyes, which he briefly closed and reopened, looked harder than anything I'd seen recently.

"I actually couldn't do anything back then."

"..."

"I only managed to hold back their invasion, not completely block it."

His outstretched palm gradually turns into a fist on his knee.

A trembling fist, clenched so tightly that veins bulge from his arm.

Holy power, now stronger as if he never wants to repeat that incident, fills his fist.

"It was you who stopped them, not me, not even the Saintess, but you."

"..."

"In that sense, I am truly grateful to you."

How often would someone like him bow his head?

When attending people's funerals for a moment of silence? Or when comforting children much smaller than himself?

The Pope of a religious order, standing at the pinnacle of believers, possessing an enormous amount of holy power.

He just bowed his head to me.

"...Please don't do this. It's uncomfortable."

I genuinely meant it was burdensome for me, but he raised his bowed head, tilted it slightly, and continued the conversation.

"Do you not know your own worth, or do you simply not understand what I'm saying?"

"..I think you're overestimating me too much—"

"How many people your age could kill a monster of that caliber?"

"..."

Even in its exhausted state, it was a monster that had fought against the Pope.

A monster that no mere Academy student could possibly face.

And this monster was defeated single-handedly by the Delinquent, the disgrace of the duke's family?

"Does that make any sense?"

"..."

"And clearly, your movements were nothing like what the rumors about you would suggest possible."

"..."

"Well, I have no intention of spreading rumors, but remember that your future conduct is important."

He rises from his seat, as if his business is finished.

The carriage shakes noticeably as his large frame exits.

Though the carriage wasn't particularly small, it must have felt cramped to him.

As he stretches his back with an audible crack, he seems to remember something and turns his head.

As if he still has something to say.

"Ah, and don't worry too much even if you cause some major trouble."

"...What do you mean?"

"Well, unless it's an exceptionally big incident, I'll personally step forward to help."

"...Is that appropriate? For the Pope to act on personal feelings?"

"Why wouldn't it be? It's for the sake of the church's saint."

As he finishes speaking, he taps his forehead a few times, pointing to it.

Behind him stand priests in formation, having finished treating all the wounded.

Today, the sunlight seems especially bright to my eyes.

"...That's reassuring."

"Haha, I'm glad to hear it!"

It wasn't just empty words, but an honest assessment.

***

The Academy,
A private educational institution free from imperial influence.

A place where nobles' children gather, now considered a second social circle for children.

It wasn't difficult for a rumor to spread there.

"Hey, you know about Jenison..."

"...Why are you suddenly bringing up that bug?"

"Hey, are you clueless? Why are you talking about him? She really hates Jenison!"

"Ah... but still..."

"...What is it? Tell me."

Jenison Reinhardt.
No, rumors about him who is no longer a Reinhardt.

The rumor began as a casual gossip.

"Does he still have some kind of backing?"

"Are you crazy?"

"What backing would he have? He's just a penniless nobody kicked out of the duke's family."

"No, but listen..."

Someone who was so weak that people wondered how he got into Class A had somehow become strong enough to defeat Leon.

He successfully hunted a mid-level magical beast, caught the attention of the Princess of the Elves, and was even taken to the Great Forest.

These were impossible feats for an ordinary student, especially one who was now a commoner.

Perhaps such suspicions were natural.

"Come on, what kind of backing would he have?"

"But if not that... it doesn't make sense, does it...?"

Words travel a thousand miles without feet.
As time passed, the rumors spread rapidly.

Even faster than those who started them could have expected.

"Someone's backing Jenison? That incompetent fool?"

"No, actually he made a contract with a demon..."

"He stole all the artifacts from some noble's collection—"

As rumors typically do, the story became distorted, exaggerated, and twisted.

Making a contract with a demon,
stealing numerous artifacts from nobles' collections,

All sorts of speculative information ran rampant.

"Well, aren't they all just rumors?"

"No, they might be true."

"...Right, there's no way we could be weaker than that loser anyway."

"...Indeed, it doesn't make sense unless he used some kind of trick."

And for rumors that receive this much attention, there's always someone who tries to uncover the truth.

For example, people approaching those who seemed friendly with him to ask questions about him.

"Hey, when you were in the same group with him, did you notice anything suspicious—"

"Did he try to do something strange—"

"Did you ever feel any kind of ominous energy—"

From Rianna who was quietly reading to Albert who was exercising to build his strength,

Everyone who had associated with him during the midterm evaluation was bombarded with questions.

"S-sorry, I don't know much about that."

"...You're disturbing my workout. Get lost."

"I... I don't... know anything... hehe"

But the answers they received were all the same.

Uniformly claiming ignorance.

If anything, those responses only fueled public opinion further.

"...How can everyone give the same answer?"

"Well, they might be in it together... or if not, there must be something going on."

They're hiding something about Jenison.

Public opinion gradually leaned in that direction, and just as people's interest in Jenison began to intensify,

Someone summoned everyone.
Every single student from each class.

"I was told to come... but who called us here?"

"I don't know either. Someone delivered a letter to me..."

"I found mine in my bag...! It really gave me the creeps!"

The students who were called to the plaza without knowing why had one thing in common.

They all received letters instructing them to come here at a specified time.

"Seriously, who sent these? Come out already!"

"...Was this a waste of time? I thought it might be something interesting."

But no matter how much time passed, the apparent sender of the letters didn't appear.

Just as most students were growing tired and about to turn away,

"...Hello, fellow students."

A voice echoes from somewhere.
A beautiful voice that immediately captures everyone's attention.

"Hey... don't push... whoa!"

"...Excuse me, would you mind moving aside?"

"Y-yes!"

As everyone strains to find the owner of the voice,

Someone begins pushing through the students to the front.

"My name is Aria Reinhardt."

"A-Aria?"

"The... Reinhardt duke family's...!"

A woman with flowing black hair and a beautiful voice.

The sister of Jenison, the protagonist of the rumors currently heating up the Academy.

It was Aria Reinhardt.

"The rumors spreading through the Academy lately."

"...Miss Aria, do you perhaps know the truth about...!"

"I am the one who ordered those rumors to be spread."

The mouth of a student who was about to say something remains open.

It was a completely unexpected statement.

"And I'm also the one who gathered you all here..."

"Uh... why?"

"Why did Lady Aria... call us here...?"

They couldn't understand.
Most of the students couldn't.

Everyone knows about her reputation.

The noble daughter of the Reinhardt duke family, called a prodigy in magic, the flower of the Academy.

That's why no one had guessed, and no one had expected.

That she was the one who spread the rumors.

Moreover, why she spread the rumors and why she gathered so many people.

No one knew.
Not until she began to speak.

"...The reason I've gathered you all here."

"..."

Everyone holds their breath, waiting.

For the next words to come from her lips.

"Is because I have something to tell you about my brother, Jenison... Reinhardt."

Ch.95 - Revealing The Truth
After the Pope left, the door of the carriage I was riding in opened again.

"It's all done, young master."

"...Good work."

It was her—the one who had left the carriage earlier to help support the wounded and assist the priests with cleanup.

Ella bowed her head to me while remaining outside the carriage, using formal speech because she sensed the gazes of people around us.

"Young master, what should we do now—"

"Excuse me for interrupting."

Before Ella could finish speaking as she slightly raised her head, someone cut in with a dignified voice.

"I apologize, but I have an urgent matter."

"Ah... it's nothing... Lord Reindel."

"Haha, thank you for saying so."

He offered an apology so casually despite surely knowing his own status. And Ella, who probably hadn't expected him to apologize to her, became flustered. It was a rather strange and peculiar scene where the person receiving the apology seemed more apologetic.

"Are you Jenison?"

"...Yes."

Leaving Ella behind, unsure of what to do in his presence, he turned to face me with a voice completely opposite from the one he had used with Ella—heavy and serious.

"I believe you've heard that His Imperial Majesty wishes to see you."

"...That's correct."

"Then this will be quick."

After saying that, he rummaged through his armor and pulled out a letter envelope from within. An envelope sealed with wax bearing the imperial crest.

"If you carry this with you, you'll be able to enter the imperial palace."

"...Did you come all this way just to deliver this?"

"Yes, should there be another reason?"

"...Not necessarily."

But it didn't seem likely that the captain of the imperial knights would move just for something like this. Any sane person would surely think there must be something more, wouldn't they?

"Ah, I apologize. I just remembered something I forgot to say..."

"...I knew it—"

"About what happened in the Great Forest, I truly am grateful."

While I was waiting for him to say what I expected—that there was something more—he expressed his gratitude without the slightest change in expression.

"...What?"

"If we hadn't been able to resolve what happened in the Great Forest, we would have had to choose again."

"..."

"Between war or an unstable peace that could break at any moment—one of the two."

"..."

"Fortunately, you prevented that, and I am sincerely grateful for it."

His completely unexpected apology left me speechless, and then he simply turned around and walked away from me.

"So... so you're saying my son is... dead?!"

"...I truly regret to inform you, but yes—"

"S-save him, I said save him!!"

"That's enough, Duke."

I watched as he calmly approached Duke Gren, who was still causing a commotion, and skillfully subdued him.

As I observed his back, Ella boarded the carriage after checking if anyone was watching.

"Young master, what are you going to do now?"

"...?"

"His Imperial Majesty wants to meet you... shouldn't you go right away?"

Ella looked at me with worried eyes. The fact that her eyes contained something more like the wariness one might have watching an unpredictable colt rather than pure concern...

*That must be my imagination.*

"Young master?"

"It's fine. We don't have to go right away."

"What? Young master, won't you get in trouble?"

Instead of answering Ella's urgent voice, I waved the envelope—the one with the imperial seal I had just received.

"Well, I should go as soon as possible. It is an imperial command, after all."

"So... you're saying you're not going right now?"

"That's right. There's somewhere I need to stop by first."

"..."

"Don't worry too much. I'll just make a quick stop on the way."

***

Reinhardt. One of the four great ducal families.

Almost everyone knows the weight that name carries. The family that protects the north and produces distinguished knights.

"W-what are you saying, Lady Aria...?"

"Surely those rumors can't all be true—"

"That Jenison really made a contract with a demon...!"

Jenison. Until recently, a petty, half-witted person who carried the Reinhardt name on his back.

And currently, the protagonist of the hottest rumors at the Academy and the younger brother of Lady Aria Reinhardt, who stood before them.

Perhaps it was only natural that everyone was hanging on her every word.

"What I want to talk about... is not related to the rumors currently spreading through the Academy."

Her statement scattered into the air, and people's reactions varied.

"...Oh, it's not about that?"

"What? Did we come here for nothing then?"

Sighs of disappointment from those who had assumed it would be about the rumors.

"No, maybe it's something even more serious than the rumors?"

"...What could be more serious than making a contract with a demon?"

Curiosity from those wondering what it could be if not this or that.

"...Aria Reinhardt, still beautiful as ever."

"L-Lady Aria, if you have time, perhaps you could join us for tea—"

And those who remained simply because they were interested in Aria Reinhardt herself.

As these three types of attention and gazes converged on Aria once more...

"Everything I'm about to tell you and show you is based on facts."

She took one step forward, ready to leave a footprint large enough to turn the Academy upside down.

***

When people hear something completely unexpected, their reactions are generally the same.

"What nonsense are you talking about, Lady Aria?!"

"...My goodness, Lady Aria, are you perhaps being threatened by someone—"

"A fine person like Duke Reinhardt would never say such things to his own child—"

"I think you're mistaken about something, that guy was always like that—"

First, they deny the opinion, regardless of whether it's a lie or an uncomfortable truth.

"So you're saying all his actions until now were because of orders?"

"Lady Aria, even if he's family, I think you've chosen the wrong person to defend—"

"Even if that's true, his actions can't be justified by mere orders—"

Then they criticize the person who expressed that opinion, calling it nonsense, denying it with their whole body, not even attempting to listen.

"I asked him directly. Why he suddenly changed."

"Changed? What do you mean...?"

"Why he suddenly became someone who hurts others, why he suddenly started indulging in luxury and pleasure."

"Ha, he was always that kind of filthy guy who brought multiple women to his chambers—"

"Did you see it with your own eyes?"

Her sharp gaze turned toward one student as she interrupted.

"Have you ever seen him taking women to his chambers, or engaging in intimate acts with them, or throwing them out without taking responsibility? Have you?"

"N-no, but the rumors..."

"You people are quite talkative for not even knowing where these rumors originated."

Her gaze swept around the crowd as a blue magic circle began to form from the staff in her hand.

"Please look at this."

"W-what?!"

"H-heavens..."

Blue light burst from her staff as the magic circle completed its formation, projecting a scene in mid-air—the moment when she confronted Duke Reinhardt.

"Is that... Duke Reinhardt?"

"And Lady Aria is there too?"

"Is this... recording magic? No, a magical tool...?"

She didn't stop there. As if merely showing wasn't enough, she made the sound play vividly as well.

[...How could you... do this to your son?]

[...It was necessary for the family.]

[Is the family that important?! Even your own child—]

The conversation from that time echoed loudly and clearly, enough for all the students gathered here to hear.

"...What did I just hear?"

"Was... was that really true?"

"...Ha, what fools. This is obviously fabricated information...!"

"Senior Rianna."

But there were still those who couldn't believe it. The name "Duke" was too weighty, and Jenison's infamy too great to believe based on just this.

So she called out once more—the name of someone who could help her, to give these people certainty.

"C-can you... hear me?"

"Yes, I can hear you clearly."

"Oh, good. That's a relief."

The voice of the girl who had been particularly targeted by Jenison at the Academy—arguably the greatest victim—flowed from the magic circle.

"Senior, can you tell us?"

"Um... well, you see—"

And now she spoke with courage, saying the words she couldn't say before—the words she had kept swallowing down.

She told them everything that had happened to her. What he had proposed to her, why she had accepted it, and everything that had happened until now, without omitting a single detail.

"And... and..."

"It's alright now, Senior."

"Oh, is it...?"

"Yes..."

"This should be enough."

Aria's final words echoed through the now silent surroundings.

Ch.96 - Revealing The Truth (2)
# Shock

Aria's claim was shocking in itself.

The astonishment that the dignified and solemn Duke Reinhardt had abandoned his own child.

The surprise that even someone everyone had unanimously despised actually had circumstances behind their story.

The proof was in the students around her who couldn't close their mouths or who had slumped down in their seats.

"T-then everything she said is true...?!"

"N-no way Duke Reinhardt would have... that must be a lie... *sob*...!"

Some people were desperately trying to deny the scene unfolding before their eyes, but given Aria's meticulous personality, there was no way she would have brought only one witness.

"W-well... his impression was..."

"Take your time, Senior Caerlin."

"He was... stern, but he didn't seem as bad as the rumors made him out to be."

Caerlin.
The woman who had hunted mid-level magical beasts with Jenison.

With her naturally timid and fragile personality, she didn't even seem to have the courage to tell a lie.

"...He was completely different from the rumors. I wish I could erase my past judgments of him, which were based solely on baseless gossip."

"What do you mean...?"

"The man I saw, at least, didn't seem to have a hobby of bullying others carelessly."

Brihun,
A man who, like Caerlin, had helped with the subjugation of mid-level magical beasts.

Despite being a nobleman, he was an easygoing man with an honest personality and no arrogance.

Perhaps because of this, despite coming from a family with no particularly high title, he had quite a few friends.

Several other witnesses appeared and expressed similar opinions.

Eventually, they had no choice but to accept it.

That what they had seen was the truth.

"B-but...!"

Someone spoke up.

Someone who still couldn't fully accept the truth before them.

"But... if that's how it was, then it couldn't be helped that we misunderstood...!"

"..."

"R-right, now that I think about it... we had no way of knowing."

"Y-yeah, this isn't our fault."

The atmosphere flipped.

The guilt that had been slowly rising just moments ago was disappearing without a trace in an instant.

But Aria had anticipated this as well.

*I never expected these people to feel guilty about something like this anyway.*

That's when it happened.

Once again, whispering voices could be heard from somewhere.

"Hey... if this is true... the Reinhardt family... their honor... prestige..."

"...Should we tell... father... what should..."

Two students whispering to each other from afar, their ears and mouths close together, speaking loudly enough to be heard.

The voices weren't coming from just them.

A man rubbing his chin thoughtfully, as if pondering something.

A woman covering her mouth with a fan while summoning her attendant to give some instruction.

Students suddenly taking out communication magic tools to contact someone, and so on.

"...Hey, can we record this scene—"

"You should run to my father right now and clearly report this fact—"

"Yes, it's probably true with high probability. Let's discuss how best to use this—"

They didn't even try to hide their actions despite a member of the Reinhardt family being right in front of them.

Many people seemed eager to relay this news to anyone they could.

This information could tarnish the honor of the Reinhardt ducal family and, by extension, one of the Four Great Families.

It was information that could be sold at a high price to those not present.

And this was exactly what she wanted.

Others might ask why she was trying to bring shame to her own family, but Aria wasn't concerned about that right now.

She simply couldn't bear to see her family built on honor gained through her brother's sacrifice.

And she wanted her father, whom she had respected, to feel at least some remorse for his wrongdoing.

*I want to be able to hold my head high, for my brother and for everyone else.*

As Aria reflected on her thoughts, a pair of eyes watched her from the side.

A woman with flowing pink hair fingering the dagger on her thigh.

She was one of the people who had hunted magical beasts with Jenison, and like Aria before her, she was a daughter of one of the Four Great Families—the Charlotte family.

Sino Charlotte.

After slowly observing Aria, she quickly took out her communication device while licking her lips.

"Hello? Hey, Dad. I think I just heard something interesting..."

She said with a smile that showed she found it genuinely amusing.

"Hey, what are you doing there!"

"It's class time now... hurry up and get to your classrooms to prepare for lessons!"

By the time the Academy professors came out to disperse the crowd, sensing the unusual atmosphere, it was already too late.

Almost all the students present had already reported this matter to their families.

This news would already be spreading secretly throughout the Empire.

***

"Young master, why did we stop here?"

"...There are things I need to buy."

"Oh! Then shall I go get them for you?"

Seeing Ella's eager attitude, ready to do anything I asked,

I smiled slightly and took out a piece of paper and a pen,

Then began to list the items I needed to purchase.

"Huh? Young master, what are you going to use all these things for...?"

"...Well, it doesn't hurt to have them on hand, just in case."

"Oh... yes! I understand. I'll go buy them right away!"

With that, Ella excitedly ran out of the carriage,

And I closed my eyes, enjoying the comfortable cushion against my back as I waited for her in the stationary carriage.

"Excuse me, young sir... ah, you're sleeping?"

"..."

"Hmm... it should be fine for a short while. Whew... urgent, urgent...!"

Finally, even the coachman disappeared toward the restroom,

And soon there was nothing to be heard around except for Jenison's light breathing as he slept soundly.

Tap—
Tap tap—
Rustle rustle

Except for the sound of his bag moving slightly.

***

To her, the world was darkness itself.

Her eyes would never open,
Her body remained fixed in a crouched position,
And she had no sense of the passage of time.

She didn't know why she was like this.
She didn't know why she was here.

[...If all your transgressions and sins are washed away,
surely you will be able to come out again.]

The voice that kept echoing in her head.
A voice that seemed to be engraved into her very being.

The voice that remained as the only memory in her emptied mind echoed again.

What could her sin be?
What could her transgression be?
How could she wash away something she couldn't even remember?

When the voice had echoed in her ears exactly 18,023,037 times,

Both despair and hope simultaneously took root in her stiffened body and mind.

She won't let me out, I'm sure of it.
No, she'll let me out soon if I wait just a little longer.

These two thoughts coexisted in her mind.

The voice echoed again.
That voice telling her to wash away all her sins and transgressions.

[...If all your transgressions and sins are washed away,
surely you will be able to come out again.]

[...If all your transgressions and sins are washed away,
surely you will be able to come out again.]

[...If all your transgressions and sins are washed away,
surely you will be able to come out again.]

[...If your transgressions and sins...]

As that voice echoed again,
Just as the count reached 39,431,249,

A tiny light began to enter her closed eyes.

*...Huh?*

"...Huh?"

It was the first time.
The first time her mouth moved according to her thoughts.

This too was a first.
Her eyes snapping open and her body moving instinctively.

Her body quickly ran toward the light.
Toward that tiny, minuscule light.

When she got closer, it was more of a gentle silver than pure white, but she didn't care.

It didn't matter since it was the first color of light she had ever seen.

At least it wasn't black.

As soon as she reached out to touch the light,
The darkness surrounding her lifted.

Like glass shattering into pieces.
Darkness breaking apart piece by piece.

And colors began to appear before her.

Beautiful, harmonious, fresh colors
Began to piece together around her.

Buildings lining the streets,
Lively sounds coming from somewhere,
The occasional singing of the wind.

Things she could never perceive, see, or hear in the darkness now abounded around her.

"..."

"..."

But what caught the eye of someone who had lived almost her entire life in darkness wasn't any of these things.

It was the human before her, eyes closed and wrapped in darkness just as she had been.

Indeed, it was black.

***

"...sir!"

"..."

"Sir...!"

"...?"

"Ah, you're awake now?"

I forcibly lifted my eyelids at the sound of someone calling me,
But only the coachman from earlier was in front of me.

"I'm very sorry to wake you while you were sleeping, but someone urgently asked me to deliver this to you."

"...?"

"Young master!!"

While I was still confused about the letter envelope that had suddenly been placed in my hand,

The carriage door flung open and Ella entered in a great hurry.

Her arms were full of the items I had asked her to purchase.

"...Ella, why are you in such a rush—"

"Young master, please look at this!!"

"...Sigh, what have you picked up now?"

What she hastily handed me was none other than a sheet of paper.

A paper with very small letters written on it and even a photo attached.

"...What is this?"

"I... I don't really..."

On the paper I had casually received were sentences that made me doubt my eyes,

And if I were to read aloud the largest sentence, it would be as follows:

"The truth behind the Four Great Families' Reinhardt family.
Even using a family member as a sacrifice..."

"Th-this is about you... isn't it, young master? Right?!"

"..."

I don't know either.
What is this?

Ch.97 - The World Of Power And Authority
With a loud crash—
Something fell noisily onto the desk and shattered.

A sound completely at odds with this beautiful weather.

It came from the Reinhardt ducal residence.

"Eek!"

"M-My Lord, please calm down!"

"J-Just a moment...!"

The once-pristine tablecloth was soiled, wooden chair legs were broken, and a cabinet floating in the air from magical energy was completely pulverized.

Bang—
Crash—
Crack—

The pitiful cries of terrified servants echoed from all directions amid the continuous sounds of destruction, but

Grind—

It was useless against the Duke who was still grinding his teeth in unbridled fury.

"Who would dare do such a thing...!"

"Kyaaah!"

With one swing of the Duke's arm, a violent gust of wind swept through the house.

Wooden splinters flew into the air and sawdust swirled in the wind, and through this tempest

A single sheet of paper fluttered.

The same paper that even snot-nosed children in the marketplace were playing with.

[The Truth About the Reinhardt Family, One of the Four Great Houses.
Even Using Family Members as Sacrifices...]

"What is this nonsense?!"

"Kyaaaah!!"

"P-Please calm down—aaagh!!"

As the aura rising from the Duke grew more intense, the screams of the surrounding servants grew louder.

Maidservants who tried to stand collapsed back to the ground, and even the male servants who had barely managed to stay upright by leaning against the wall fell backward.

"That's... enough, Father."

Avoiding the falling servants and flying wooden debris, someone walked toward the Duke.

Wearing an apprentice knight's armor that made a clinking sound with each step.

"...Allen?"

"Yes, Father. It's Allen."

"...What brings you here?"

Upon seeing his son, the Duke's aura diminished slightly.

It was a bit precarious, but it was evidence that some reason remained.

That alone was enough for Allen to breathe a sigh of relief.

"Father, perhaps you should calm down a bit—"

"...Calm down?"

Ah, I should have waited a bit longer.

Just as that thought crossed Allen's mind, the Duke's aura surged again.

Even stronger than before.

"...You think I need to calm down?"

"Ugh... Father, for now..."

"Do you think I can possibly calm down right now, Allen?"

The wooden fragments and sawdust rose into the air again, clumping together and dispersing repeatedly.

Crash—
The still-intact windows and glasses developed cracks before shattering completely.

Fissures began to form wherever his footsteps landed, and his hair and cape fluttered in the air, seemingly affected by his aura.

"Some vermin is openly attacking our family like this."

"..."

"And now you, the eldest son of the Reinhardt family, are telling me, the head of the family, to calm down?"

"Urgh...!"

The aura dancing around the Duke's body grew even more ferocious.

The cracks in the floor deepened, and his energy began to take shape.

In the form of a sword.

"Allen, do you think so too?"

"...What... ugh... do you mean?"

"Do you also think... that I shouldn't have abandoned that boy?"

"..."

Allen couldn't answer.
Somehow, the Duke's voice had softened slightly.

And because his previously fierce aura had momentarily calmed.

He didn't want to break the current atmosphere.

"My father once told me: justice without power is nothing but incompetence."

"..."

"So I cultivated power. That's how I survived. That's how I was able to become the head of the family."

"Yes."

"I cannot allow this family, which I built with my own strength, to be ruined by something like this."

He swung his sword.
More precisely, the magical energy taking the form of a sword.

One swing from the sky toward the ground, seemingly without much force, just dropping down.

CRASH—

"Kyaaah...!"

"R-Run...!"

But the aftermath was anything but weak.

Five meters in front of where he swung his magic.
The ground in that direction was completely gouged out.

"In the process, it doesn't matter if I discard those who are of no use."

"..."

"That has been my life, and by acting that way, I've achieved success and stand here today."

The magical energy dissipated.
The power that had been in his hand.

At the same time, he turned around and headed somewhere, toward his chair—the only thing that remained intact.

Slowly sitting down, he placed his hands on the armrests and spoke.

"Even if it was wrong, I have no intention of denying my life now. Regret is fleeting, and in the end, results are what matter."

"Father..."

"The world is ultimately about power and authority, regret is momentary. So... I wasn't wrong, surely."

Allen couldn't raise his head at the Duke's words, which sounded almost like he was talking to himself.

It seemed as if all this had happened because he had failed to live up to expectations.

*That Jenison, what is he up to...!*

"Allen."

"Yes, Father."

"First, find the person who spread these rumors. And bring them before me."

"Yes."

Allen, who had barely managed to stand up.

Even as he trampled over broken wall fragments and glass shards, his head remained lowered.

He didn't bother with the servants who had retreated to a safe distance and were watching with frightened expressions.

He simply walked out of the mansion in silence.

***

"...What is this, Ella?"

"I-I'm not sure either. I just picked one up from the street..."

"..."

"But... isn't this about you, young master? Why would something like this be all over the marketplace?"

Ella looked confused by the sudden story about her former workplace.

Of course, I, being the "family member" mentioned in this paper, was also confused.

The orders I received from the Duke were known only to a select few in the family...

"...It was Aria."

"Pardon? What did you say, young master?"

"...Nothing."

Aria.
When I last met her, I remembered her words about visiting the Duke, and as soon as that memory surfaced, I realized that all of this was her doing.

*I should meet her soon.*

To me, the Duke was just a man who neglected my mother and didn't deserve to be called a father.

But to her, he was the father she so deeply respected.

This incident was essentially like a cherished daughter exposing her father's shameful deeds.

The public scrutiny she would face could become an enormous burden for her.

*I should meet her to check how she's doing—*

"...master."

*And I should also ask why she took such a drastic action.*

"Young master!!"

"...?"

Having apparently moved all our purchases into the carriage, Ella, now empty-handed, called out to me anxiously from beside me.

"What is it, Ella?"

"Young master, you're going to the Imperial Palace now, right?"

"..."

"You must go...! What if they find fault with you for not visiting immediately upon arriving in the Empire?"

Ella's worried voice echoed through the narrow carriage.

She seemed genuinely concerned that I might face some punishment.

Her eyes and silver hair came close to mine.

"And if it's an imperial order—"

"...Fine, I understand. I understand, so please step back a bit."

"Really?"

"...Yes, I can't disobey an imperial order anyway."

Having given her the answer she wanted, her expression brightened, and I turned my head away in relief.

Unaware that her questioning gaze was fixed on the markings on my neck.

***

Not only had Greed died, but Envy had also gone silent.

At this point, it was difficult to dismiss it as mere coincidence.

"This is no ordinary matter. If more of us die, it will be a significant loss of power."

"Hey, didn't they just die because they were stupid?"

"Hah, is your brain as vulgar as your body?"

"...Why are you picking a fight again, old man?"

At least three voices—two men and one woman—echoed through the darkness-filled chamber.

"I'd like both of you to realize that this is not the time for us to be fighting amongst ourselves."

"Was it my fault? He's the one openly picking fights! Such a boomer."

"Hmph, we're the same age, yet you keep calling me old man..."

"Enough."

A deep male voice resonated.

A resolute and sharp voice that would tolerate no more.

"First, we will divide among ourselves the energy that Envy was supposed to gather."

"...Well, sharing some vital energy should do it."

"Understood, I'll do my part too."

"And... it would be best if we refrained from venturing outside for the time being."

There was no need to risk further loss of power.

"For our cause, and for the sake of our mother, we must ensure the success of our plan. And we cannot allow even a single uncertainty to be mixed in. Don't you all agree?"

"That's right. I understand. I'll be more cautious too."

"Kekeke, I don't mind... but I wonder how that old maid will manage without meeting men."

"Oh, just shut up—"

The woman's words were cut off as the surrounding darkness lifted.

All that remained was a middle-aged man.

And what could be seen there was...

"Mother, I've finally reached this point. I will definitely succeed..."

A man muttering something, illuminated only by the moonlight—a blue moonlight.

Ch.98 - The Imperial Family's Invitation
"Saintess, your schedule today..."

"Saintess, you need to attend today's prayer..."

"The orphanage that donated in the Saintess's name..."

Today, as always, a single special title fills the church.

Saintess, the representative of God.
A woman beloved by God.

She who possesses power that is far from ordinary, truly extraordinary.

"The Saintess! It's the Saintess!!"

"Jane, please don't run around like that. You might fall and hurt yourself."

"Yes! Hehe..."

She was now living an ordinary daily life, no different than usual.

The same routine she had always followed before the church was attacked.

Receiving greetings from almost all the believers directed at her,

Chatting and laughing with the children under the church's protection,

Entering the prayer room to occasionally hear confessions and pray together.

That was the Saintess's daily life and the daily life of the believers.

*But still, I suppose we can never completely return to how things were before...*

Before her stands a lone stone pillar, standing tall and detached,

Every corner of the pillar densely inscribed with people's names.

"Rayleigh, Braum, Kern, Tike..."

She strokes the stone pillar.
Or more precisely, the names inscribed on it.

And begins to remember.
The faces that come to mind from those names.

Rayleigh, who always greeted her warmly and laughed vibrantly,

Braum, who showed his reliability by insisting the church's safety be entrusted to him,

She touches and recalls countless other names as well.

Though she recalls her memories with them fondly, her sense of loss deepens equally.

The fact that she can never return to the church where they once were hits her painfully,

And the thought that if she had tried harder, she might have reduced the number of victims even slightly keeps circling in her mind.

Why was she so powerless then?
Why was she captured by that damned bishop?
If she had fulfilled her role as Saintess then, would things have been different?

All sorts of negative thoughts were swirling around in the Saintess's mind, but

[Child, it was not your fault.]

The voice echoing in her head blows away all those thoughts.

The voice of the one she always believed in and followed without doubt.

*...But...because of my foolishness, people who could have lived...*

[Child, that was unavoidable. How can trusting people be considered wrong?]

Though that voice continues to echo, trying to comfort her, she cannot hide her bitter feelings.

[...I understand your feelings, but still, I'm glad you're safe.]

*....*

[It's truly regrettable to say, but... you are more precious to me than the others.]

*That's...!*

"Saintess!"

Hearing someone calling her from somewhere, her telepathic conversation is cut off.

She hadn't even finished what she wanted to say.

Thinking it couldn't be helped, she turns around to see a nun calling for her while looking around.

"Sister Melly, is there something you need from me?"

"Ah, Saintess! I finally found you!"

"S-Sister, please calm down a bit... just tell me what's happening..."

"Ah, right... I'm sorry."

Unable to keep up with the excited nun who suddenly grabbed her hands and started jumping around saying she finally found her, she takes a moment to catch her breath.

The nun, now calmed down, hands her something.

"What is this, Sister?"

"A letter that came for you just now, so I wanted to deliver it..."

"Ah, I see. Thank you very much, Sister."

"N-No, I was just doing my duty."

A piece of paper is delivered to the Saintess.
An envelope that looks luxurious at first glance.

It had no magical treatment whatsoever and didn't even have a sender's name—a suspicious envelope.

The Saintess was raising her guard slightly since she hadn't been told to expect anything,

"Oh, by the way, Saintess, have you heard the news?"

"Huh? W-What..."

The cheerful voice from beside her disrupts her vigilance.

Along with some quite interesting news.

"He has returned, Saintess!"

"He...?"

"The Saint! The Saint!"

"Ah..."

"I heard he went to the Great Forest and is returning today?"

Saint.
She immediately knew who that referred to.

A man with a mark engraved on his forehead as proof that he had seen the deity's sacred body,

Yet somehow lacking even a speck of reverence or awe for the Goddess.

No, rather a man who seemed to greatly dislike her—Jenison.

He was the subject of rumors currently heating up the Empire.

*At first, I thought he was just a scoundrel...*

A man who toyed with women and indulged in the church's forbidden pleasures.

She had simply thought that was all there was to him.

*...Were those behaviors really because of the rumors circulating?*

The rumors about House Reinhardt that are currently stirring up the Empire.

Rumors about them have spread throughout the entire Empire.
So widely that even passing children know about them.

People's reactions to this vary.

Houses that had pledged devotion and loyalty to House Reinhardt,

That is, houses that had been currying favor with them, vehemently deny the rumors, insisting they couldn't possibly be true,

While followers of the other four great houses, excluding House Reinhardt, are seizing this opportunity to pounce on them.

Like wolves and hyenas starved for three days.

Their determination to use this chance to check House Reinhardt and its followers was palpable even from here.

*If only it had ended there, it would have been fortunate.*

Unfortunately, House Reinhardt's enemies weren't limited to just them.
The Imperial Family had also begun to actively intervene in this matter.

The nobles who continuously threatened the authority of the Imperial Family.
Among them, the four ducal houses considered most threatening.

With one of those houses' honor completely falling into the abyss,
how could the Imperial Family miss this opportunity?

*What remains... is whether those rumors are actually true...
Probably with high probability, they are?*

Certainly, the time when she noticed his demeanor had changed coincided with when he was expelled from his house,

And judging by his recent actions,
those rumors are likely true with high probability.

*It's sad, if those rumors are really true.*

His mother who gave birth to him passed away early,
and his father used him as a sacrificial lamb for the family.

He must have had no choice but to follow, even if he didn't want to.
After all, it was the order of none other than Duke Reinhardt.

With no strength, knowledge, or power,
he had no choice but to follow, to move forward.

Even knowing that path was thorny.

*I should have reached out to you back then...*

The Goddess who loves all beings equally,
and herself as the representative who inherited such power.

She should have properly extended her hand even to him who was committing sins.

But she didn't.
Rather, she only despised him.

Deliberately avoiding him and not hiding the fact that she disliked him,

Surely he must have been wounded by her to some extent.

She would have nothing to say if he hated her.
But despite that, he saved her.

For reasons unknown, he saved her,
and also saved the church that was about to disappear.

So now it's her turn, and the church's turn, to help him.

*I'm sure the Pope—no, Father—will also want to help him, but...*

"—aintess...!"

*Since we haven't yet revealed to the world that he is the one chosen by our Goddess, openly taking his side...*

"Saintess!"

"Ah...!"

If she were to help him, how should she go about it?

Lost in such thoughts, someone grabs both her shoulders.

Two hands that land lightly on her shoulders.

Startled by the weight of those hands,
she raises her head to look in front of her,

To see the nun still standing there,
looking at her with concerned eyes.

"Saintess, are you feeling unwell?
You've been hanging your head for a while..."

"N-No, Sister.
Thank you very much for your concern."

"Hehe, it's nothing..."

Leaving behind the broadly smiling nun,
she examines the envelope she had received earlier.

Looking at it again, it seems to have no magical effects,
an ordinary envelope with no sender indicated.

Peeling away the luxurious envelope,
she finds a soft cloth neatly folded inside.

"S-Saintess, th-this is?!"

"Huh, Sister?"

"Y-Yes?"

"I'm sorry, but... could you prepare some clothes for me?"

"Ah... y-yes!!"

A bright yellow cloth reminiscent of gold.
Beautifully adorned decorations.

And in the center, a prominently embroidered design.

A sphere made with black and red threads,
and beneath it, a lion sitting majestically.

A symbol that could sober up even drunkards on the street just by showing it.

These embroideries that make even a mere piece of cloth impossible to ignore.

This symbol that even she, the Saintess of this country, cannot disregard,

"...What business do you have this time, Your Imperial Majesty?"

Was none other than the symbol of the Imperial Family.

***

"Are you Jenison?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"This is... not bad..."

"...?"

"I have something to ask you."

"Please speak, Your Majesty."

"Would you consider becoming engaged to my daughter?"

Ch.99 - Justification
Though the rumors spreading through the marketplace were quite concerning, I couldn't keep the Imperial family—especially the Emperor—waiting any longer. With all the attention already focused on the current rumors, who knew what might happen if another rumor, particularly one related to the Imperial family, were to spread.

The carriage rattled and shook as it moved along. It bumped over stones, the wheels crushing gravel that made grinding noises beneath them. Occasionally, one side of the carriage would sink deeply when passing through what must have been mud.

*I always wonder why they can't smooth out or pave these roads.*

As I gazed out the window thinking this, thin silver threads fluttered before me.

"Mmm... mmm... nyah..."

"..."

Ella, who had been nodding off in front of me, swayed her head back and forth. Worried she might hit something, I placed a cushion beside her and covered her with it before returning to enjoy the bumpy ride.

Soon, I could see it in the distance. The flag at the top of a tall tower, proving that this was indeed the Royal Palace. The emblem of the Imperial family fluttered in the center, welcoming me to the domain of the Empire's ruler with an imposing atmosphere.

"Please stop here. This road leads to the Imperial Palace. I cannot allow you to proceed further."

"Oh my, j-just a moment, g-guest. Are you sure this is the right place?"

As we finally reached the front of the Royal Palace, two knights stepped forward to block our way. Knights with the blazing sun emblem prominently displayed on their pauldrons, their silver armor gleaming.

The coachman, seemingly intimidated by these knights in shining armor, nervously asked into the carriage, "Young master, our letter envelope...!"

"..."

Ella was just as flustered.

Without a word, I took out the letter envelope from my breast pocket and waved it a few times outside the carriage—the envelope bearing the Imperial seal that Reinhardt had given me.

Shortly after, the envelope in my hand was taken by one of the knights.

"What is this... gasp!!"

"Hey, what's wrong?!"

"Th-this...!"

Their reaction was immediate. The knights huddled together and began whispering. Even from a distance, their urgency was obvious.

"I-I'll go fetch someone to escort them...!"

"W-wait, then what about me...!"

"Good luck...!!"

"W-wait... hey! Hey!!"

"..."

"..."

In the end, one of them broke off the conversation and chose to leave, while the remaining knight just stared blankly after him.

"..."

"..."

"I-I'm so sorry! I failed to recognize the Imperial guest...!"

"...It's not really—"

"I'm truly sorry!!"

***

After enduring a period of fervent apologies and uncomfortable silence, I noticed someone else trudging toward us from the distance.

"Huff... huff... Is that emblem really certain?"

"Y-yes... it's certain."

"So, where is this person now?"

"O-over there."

He wore the same silver armor as the other knights, but its design was quite different. On his chest was the emblem of the kingdom's Knight Commander—a large lion with its mouth open. The quality was also superior, seeming to gleam with polish and luster.

His physique was equally impressive. His entire body was packed with muscle, and a scar crossed his face over one eye. His build resembled that of a bear, much larger than an average adult man, and the sword strapped to his back was too large for normal strength to wield.

"Excuse me..."

"..."

"May I humbly ask which family you're from, and whether you sent notice of your visit in advance?"

"...?"

Having finally reached the carriage, he delivered his questions methodically. His demeanor was completely contrary to his rough appearance and build.

"...I currently don't belong to any family."

"...!"

As soon as I finished speaking, the expressions of the knights behind him changed. Was it because I wasn't a noble? The burden on their faces seemed to lighten somewhat.

"In that case... might I ask from whom you received this letter?"

"...Do I really need to say?"

"...I apologize if I've offended you, but we weren't expecting any visitors to the Imperial Palace today..."

There wasn't the slightest tremor in his eyes. His statement was most likely true. It would certainly be confusing if someone showed up with an envelope bearing the Imperial family's seal when they weren't expecting any visitors.

"Lord Reinhardt gave it to me personally."

"L-Lord Reinhardt, you say?"

"Yes."

The moment he heard Reinhardt's name, his eyes wavered slightly. Though he tried not to show it, he surely knew what that name meant in this empire—that even among Knight Commanders, the weight attached to that name was different.

"...There seems to be no need for further verification."

"..."

"I apologize for the inconvenience, young lord. Welcome to the Royal Palace."

As he stepped away from the carriage, the knights cleared the path. The center of the iron-clad royal gate split and opened wide to both sides.

"Wow..."

"..."

What appeared immediately beyond the massive gates were beautiful gardens and structures. The cathedral at the church I had seen before was certainly not small—rather, it was quite large—but the Royal Palace was on another level entirely.

Its size alone conveyed magnificence, complemented by equally beautiful decorations. Brilliantly white walls were elegantly traced with golden lines. Jewels embedded in the walls shone with their own colors, and the floor was filled with well-carved white stones.

The path looked like it was made of marble tiles—a work of art in itself. And beside this path was a beautifully maintained garden that caught my eye.

Truly befitting the name of the Imperial family, beautifully groomed flowers, trees, and grasses welcomed us. Leaves danced in the gentle breeze, and flowers displaying colors so brilliant they almost hurt the eyes spread their fragrances.

"This is..."

The place where the ruler of the Empire lived, where the most noble bloodlines resided.

The Royal Palace.

***

"Your Majesty, I delivered the letter to him as you instructed."

"Ah, yes? I knew I could trust you. Well done, Reinhardt."

Thump—
Thump—

Something was being mercilessly stamped onto documents, leaving its seal.

One paper fluttered through the air, and another quickly took its place.

Thump—
Another emblem was imprinted on the paper, and that paper too drifted through the air.

"Reinhardt."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

The Emperor's voice came from amid the pile of papers covering his desk.

The voice of Siegfried Frabel reached out.

"What did you think of that boy?"

"...Forgive me, but I'm not sure what you mean."

"Well... did he seem special to you?"

Special?
What?
In what way?

Despite having served him for quite some time, Reinhardt still couldn't grasp his conversation style.

"Haha, your emotions have always shown clearly on your face."

"...Is that so."

"Hmm, it seems you didn't understand my question clearly... let me rephrase."

As the Emperor rose from his seat, several documents around him were pushed into the air.

Then they settled—on his outstretched fingers.

"What did you think of him compared to other children his age?"

"..."

"Any answer will do."

"...He was composed."

A smile formed at the corner of the Emperor's lips.

And one document fell—from his outstretched finger.

"In what way?"

"Usually, boys and girls that age show common reactions when they see me—tension or admiration."

"Hahaha, that must do wonders for your self-esteem!"

Ignoring the Emperor's teasing tone, Reinhardt continued steadfastly, detailing everything he had felt about the boy.

"That child was remarkably composed. Both when he saw me and when he met the Pope."

"Hmm..."

"I felt none of the usual emotions—admiration, reverence, nervousness, or surprise."

"..."

"It was as if he instinctively concealed his presence."

The Emperor stroked his chin once with the same hand that had held the documents.

But the documents didn't flutter. They simply remained suspended in the air.

"Moreover, I saw the Pope enter the carriage that boy was riding in."

"Oh?"

"And judging by the time that passed before he emerged, I'm certain they had a conversation."

"...Did the boy already know the Pope?"

"No, according to our investigation, he has visited the church only once recently."

"Hmm... he's definitely hiding something."

But the Emperor didn't particularly care. Even if the boy was hiding something.

With the Imperial authority still under threat, he was grateful enough that the Duke's family's power hadn't grown further.

Besides, from what he'd heard, it was the family head—that man—who had cast the boy out, which was even better.

It gave him justification—to draw the boy into the Imperial faction.

"Hmm..."

"What is it, Your Majesty?"

"Oh, nothing... just thinking."

"...?"

"I was just wondering if our daughter might be reaching the age for marriage."
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The Royal Palace

The palace where the king resides.

And the place where the current emperor of the empire, Siegfried Frabel, stays.

Those who can enter and exit the Royal Palace are either of royal blood or nobles of high rank.

For ordinary people, the Royal Palace is a place they might never enter in their entire lifetime.

Perhaps because of this, the interior of the Royal Palace is described in various ways by common citizens.

Some say it has large rooms and luxurious furniture that perfectly match its magnificent exterior.

Others say that it's probably just flashy on the outside and not so impressive inside.

But among those who speak of it, not a single one has actually seen the interior firsthand.

It's a place where even dukes cannot enter unless they announce their visit in advance.

"This way, young master."

"..."

Right now, I am inside that Royal Palace.

***

Beautifully carved stone pillars and a high, hemispherical roof.

Stone ornaments visible here and there display craftsmanship so intricate they seem alive.

A beautiful golden line decorates the pure white walls as if painted with gold.

And that's not all.
That garden full of freshness.

Flowers and grasses, each with their own colors and scents, sway in the wind, dancing beautifully.

Trees standing tall, as if boasting of their majesty, fill the landscape.

If someone were to ask what the most beautiful building in the empire is,

Surely all architects would undoubtedly say it's the palace where the emperor resides.

"...!"

"..Impressive."

Moreover, it wasn't just the exterior that was magnificent.

As soon as we entered, a long, wide corridor immediately caught our eyes.

A red carpet stretched along the floor, and numerous paintings hung on the walls on both sides.

Even I, with little interest in art, could tell at a glance how valuable these paintings were.

Even the frames holding the paintings gleamed with gold around their edges.

"Hello."

"...?"

Just when my attention was momentarily captured by the spectacular surroundings,

A voice came from behind.

Not the deep voice of the middle-aged knights who had escorted us so far,

But the voice of a boy similar to me, completely out of place in this majestic building.

Both Ella and I turned our gazes simultaneously toward the direction of the voice.

"To meet someone I've only heard rumors about like this, I'm truly delighted."

"...?"

There stood a boy.

With crimson hair tied back in a long ponytail,

Wearing what appeared to be a pristine white uniform.

Despite his quite handsome and good-looking face, he was someone I didn't recognize.

Someone I had never met before and whose name I didn't know—a complete stranger.

"..Excuse me, but may I ask who you are?"

"Ah, I apologize. I should have introduced myself first."

He scratched the back of his head a few times as if embarrassed,

Then narrowed his eyes and smiled broadly.

"I am Roden, a disciple of Lord Reindel and walking the path of knighthood."

A concise and brief introduction,
Yet it was a striking one.

In that brief moment,
He succeeded in capturing my attention.

"You're... Lord Reindel's disciple?"

"Yes, though my skills are still embarrassingly inadequate compared to his reputation...

I'm diligently learning and improving under his guidance."

"..."

The Golden Knight, Reindel.
The captain of the Imperial Knights and known as the Guardian of the Empire.

Perhaps due to his characteristically stubborn and taciturn personality,
Those who share a friendship with him are said to be few and far between in the empire.

And such a man had a disciple?

"..."

"Haha, if you stare at me like that...
I feel a bit awkward."

"..I apologize for my rudeness."

Perhaps he felt my gaze,
As he slightly shifted his body.

Each time he moved, the sword at his waist rattled and swayed.

"..By the way, may I ask now?"

"Ask what?"

"The reason you greeted me first...
Did you have some business with me?"

Clank,
The sword rattled once more.

Roden continued the conversation calmly,
Without a single change in his expression.

"Not particularly.
I merely received orders."

"..What...?"

"If someone bearing the imperial crest enters the Royal Palace who is not a descendant of the empire, guide them properly."

"...?"

"I'm simply faithfully carrying out my master's instructions."

Saying that, he asked us to please follow him and walked past us slowly,

And so Ella and I began to follow him,
Continuing down the long corridor.

Thump, thump, trudge, trudge.

Only two sets of footsteps could be heard
In the long corridor.

How long had we been walking like this?

The soft carpet that had been beneath our feet
Until just moments ago disappeared,

Replaced by a solid golden floor,

And the surrounding lighting seemed
To grow even brighter.

"Ah, the attendant can wait here in front."

"Oh... yes, understood."

As we continued walking, the end of the corridor
Finally came into view.

Roden's voice requesting only my company
Began to be heard from that end,

And although Ella seemed somewhat dejected,
She couldn't disobey.

After all, I too was beginning to guess
Who might be waiting ahead.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"..."

So leaving her behind,
I plunged into the bright light ahead.

Brilliant lights emanating
From beautiful chandeliers.

"...indeed."

Waiting for us beneath them was
A knight in dazzling golden armor,

"Hmm...? Ah, there he is."

"..."

And the most noble bloodline in the empire.

***

"Hmm... when do you think he'll arrive?"

"Roden went to escort him,
So he should be here soon."

"Ah, Roden? If it's that boy,
He's quite attentive, so there's nothing to worry about."

The main hall of the Royal Palace.
Two voices could be heard there.

Both were deep and low, dignified voices, but
The atmosphere they carried was worlds apart.

"Let me see, is the reward we promised to give that child
Being prepared properly?"

"Yes, everything is proceeding as you instructed."

"Good, after all, he went all the way to the Great Forest for the empire's sake
And endured such hardship... we should give him something, shouldn't we?"

"..He's here."

"Hmm...? Ah, there he is."

The gazes of the two men focused on one spot,
And from that spot emerged two figures.

One was a boy they both knew well, with reddish
Hair and wearing a white uniform.

The other was a boy as black as if
He had been swallowed by shadows.

"You've arrived?"

"..."

"Yes, I've brought him, Your Majesty."

The black-haired boy seemed somewhat stiff.

The first word that came to the emperor's mind
Upon seeing the boy was "small."

So much so that he doubted whether this boy was truly
The one the Great Forest had spoken of.

The boy's arms were thinner than those of
The knights they usually saw,

And his build was smaller than not only other knights
But even large children of his age.

His hands seemed too small to handle various weapons
Such as one-handed swords, longswords, greatswords, and the like,

And his sunken eyes lacked vitality,
As if gazing into a profound darkness.

"Hmm... are you Jenison?"

"..I stand before the Sun of the Empire."

The black boy's dark eyes wavered,
Perhaps somewhat flustered at being addressed.

Eyes that appeared even darker
In contrast to the bright light from the ceiling.

"First, I should express my gratitude to you."

"...?"

"Had you not resolved that matter,
We would have been in quite a difficult position."

The words carried genuine sincerity.

The long-standing relationship with the Great Forest would have been troublesome if strained now.

Various imports from the Great Forest
And trade routes passing through it.

Moreover, this could have triggered a war with the Great Forest,
So in a way, hadn't he prevented that too?

And recently, thanks to this child, he had been able
To witness a rare change in the duke's expression.

"..For merely this, Your Majesty—"

"Did you say 'merely,' young man?"

But the child's response was strange.

Merely this?
Was this truly something to be dismissed as "merely"?

The documents he had recently reviewed.
The information about the "Order" contained in those documents.

They had someone strong enough to face an opponent as powerful as a pope almost single-handedly,
And who wouldn't hesitate to fight against multiple foes.

People with organizational strength capable of turning
The Order into a wasteland in just one day.

Even if it was just a small part, a mere student had confronted that Order—was this really something to be called "merely"?

Moreover, another piece of information that had recently reached him.

A boy-shaped monster who had turned elves armed with bows and magic
Into mere pieces of meat,

And who had overwhelmed even the Princess of the Elves,
Who had drawn the power of spirits to their limit.

Even the captain of the 8th Knight Division sent to the Great Forest
Could barely hold his ground against him,

Yet this boy had suddenly appeared and fought fiercely with that monster,
Then suddenly disappeared with the monster mid-battle,

And some time later, appeared covered in blood,
Holding the boy's head.

A mere Academy student who had been called
The disgrace of the duke's family.

What exactly had happened to this child,
And how skilled was he really?

Was his ability something worth using certain measures
To draw him into his own faction?

Suddenly, he became curious.

"..I know I shouldn't ask this when I'm in a position
To express gratitude, but I have one request."

"..Command me, Your Majesty."

"Would you... perhaps be willing
To engage in a duel with that child?"

At the emperor's simple gesture,
The boy stood with his eyes wide open.

His reddish hair
Gleaming through the chandelier.

All eyes except the emperor's turned toward him.
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It was an unexpected request.
Suddenly asking for a martial demonstration at the Royal Palace.

It was an unreasonable request,
but I couldn't refuse either.

Because the person who made the request wasn't an ordinary person.

How many people would have the guts to say they didn't want to
demonstrate martial arts in front of him?

After all, it meant refusing the Emperor's request.

"Reindel, what do you think?
Does it sound interesting?"

"..."

"M-Master?"

Reindel remained silent,
staring steadily at his disciple.

He was typically reserved,
but something was different now.

Somehow his eyes seemed to sparkle
like the golden armor he wore,

and his hand kept stroking his chin
as if finding something intriguing.

"Roden, what's your opinion?"

"..."

"I won't stop you."

I won't stop you.
In other words, tacit permission for the demonstration.

At his master's implicit approval,
Roden's eyes wavered.

Eyes that seemed to wonder
if this was really acceptable.

"Hahaha, you're quite mischievous. You could just honestly say
you want to see it, that you're interested."

As the Emperor's hearty laughter interrupted,
Roden turned his head toward me,

and his eyes, now filled with determination,
made me feel uneasy.

*...Surely not—*

"...I'll do it."

"Haha, that's more like it!"

"..."

And as always,
this kind of uneasiness has never been wrong.

***

A once-in-a-generation genius,
An unparalleled talent.
The Golden Knight's disciple.

All these terms referred to one boy.

Despite his youth, he served as a squire,
Lord Reindel's only disciple, Roden.

His crimson hair fluttered wildly from morning onward,
due to his daily training regimen.

His training method was simple.
Relentless practice, nothing more.

When other knights were just waking in their quarters,
he was already running laps around the training grounds.

While other knights ate breakfast and maintained their equipment,
he swung his wooden sword.

When other knights finally dragged themselves out
to complete their daily training quota,

he would be right beside them, enduring the same regimen.

A training load that would make others
sick just looking at it.

He steadfastly completed training volumes
that even seasoned knights couldn't handle.

And he wasn't even an adult yet.

*"Hey, Roden... don't you ever get tired?"*

*"Yeah... I feel exhausted just watching you.
Why push yourself so hard?"*

*"You could learn at your own pace under Lord Reindel anyway.
Take a break... okay?"*

These were the things fellow knights
would say to Roden during training.

Perhaps they had a point.

As they said, Roden was still young,
and even at his current level, he would clearly
rank among the strongest junior knights.

But Roden thought differently.

*"Haha... but if I stop here,
I feel like I'll be stuck in the same place tomorrow..."*

People often portray effort as something
passionate and beautiful,

but in reality, effort is quite the opposite—
painful and quiet.

*"Sigh, that kid doesn't even eat properly."*

*"He's stubborn, so stubborn... that young brat..."*

*"I heard he's been staying up late these days too...
Well, he's done growing, so... I guess it's fine?"*

Investing your spare time in training
isn't what we call effort.

That's just a hobby,
not within the category of true effort.

Effort (努力)
Exerting body and mind to achieve a purpose.

To achieve his purpose,
he reduced sleep to hone his body and mind.

To achieve his purpose,
he cut back on meals to strengthen his body and mind.

To achieve his purpose,
he severed social relationships to break through his physical and mental limits.

That was the weight of effort
the young boy carried on his shoulders.

*"...Can I do this?"*

Roden gripped the wooden sword handed to him by an attendant,
forcing himself to look ahead.

Before him stood a boy holding
an identical wooden sword.

A dark-skinned boy who looked no older
than himself, no matter how you looked at him.

His build was too slight
to be considered well-trained,

and his hands were too delicate
to seem accustomed to holding a sword.

His appearance didn't match
the rumors circulating about him at all.

*"They say he... killed a monster..."*

Having grown up among knights,
Roden understood their strength well.

At the very least, he knew their strength
was on a different level from ordinary people.

He knew their dedication to maintaining strict diets
and never neglecting training.

He knew their teamwork,
forged through daily practice together.

And he knew about the title of Captain,
bestowed only upon the most exceptional among them.

Just once, Roden had crossed swords
with someone bearing that title of Captain.

*"...My master, forgive me for saying this, but
he's too strong to serve as a useful reference."*

It took just one exchange, a single clash, to feel it.
The culmination of effort embodied in that sword.

And he understood then.
The power of one who bears the title of Captain.

*"..."*

Yet even such a Captain could barely hold his ground
against the monster from the Great Forest.

And this boy his age had supposedly
defeated that monster single-handedly.

*"It would be a lie... to say I'm not excited."*

The boy pointed his wooden sword toward the ground
without taking any particular stance.

Roden aimed his sword tip at him.

To gauge his own strength.

To confirm that his efforts
hadn't been in vain.

"...Before we begin, let me explain
the rules of this demonstration."

His revered master's voice echoed,
but it didn't register in his ears.

His nerves were already completely focused on his sword tip
and the opponent before him.

"A martial demonstration is about comparing martial prowess.
Killing each other is absolutely forbidden."

"..."

"Naturally, infusing weapons with excessive mana is prohibited,
as are any spells that could cause lethal damage."

"..."

"And if one of you is completely neutralized
or rendered unable to fight, the demonstration immediately—"

"That's enough. These children already know all this.
Surely they wouldn't truly try to kill each other?"

"Understood, Your Majesty... Then... begin."

The moment he heard the word "begin,"
Roden pushed off the ground.

With his sword tip still fixed forward,
to prove himself.

***

From above to below, the sword strike flew,
grazing the dark-skinned boy's bridge of nose.

"...Tch."

"..."

Again,
it missed again.
His attack.

Despite thinking he had landed a perfect strike,
it missed, but Roden didn't stop.

Continuing his rotation after the downward strike,
he attempted a horizontal slash,

but Jenison blocked it by raising his wooden sword,
giving the initiative to his opponent.

Thwack—
A kick struck Roden's abdomen.

"Kuh... hack..."

"..."

It wasn't excessively powerful, but the impact
was strong enough that it couldn't be called weak.

By desperately raising his wooden sword to brace himself,
he managed not to fall.

Roden charged again, undeterred,
but the situation remained unchanged.

He tried infusing his wooden sword with just enough mana
to strengthen it without breaking it,

he tried channeling mana directly into his body
to enhance his physical abilities,

he even deliberately scraped the ground
and threw the debris,

"Huff... huff..."

"..."

"Hah... I didn't expect this level..."

"...You're certainly exceptional."

But the situation simply wouldn't change.

No matter what method, what direction,
or what attack he tried, nothing worked.

Powerful strikes were evaded like flowing water,
he couldn't match the boy's speed for combination attacks,
and even unorthodox attacks proved ineffective.

Even when he deliberately closed in to force close combat,
the boy kept targeting his feet to escape,

and whenever he rushed toward him,
the boy's wooden sword was always there to block him.

Thwack—
Crack—
Thud—

Roden stepped back once more
and gritted his teeth.

His blade trembled
and his wrist stung.

From the boy's attack that had precisely
targeted his wrist moments ago.

"Haa... haa..."

"...Perhaps you should stop."

He suddenly raised his head again,
hearing the low voice that reached his ears.

The boy was looking at him.
With pure black, clear eyes.

"...Haha, I absolutely... won't stop."

"..."

"You're... truly amazing. I don't know how you became
so strong... but it's clear I can't win."

"...Then—"

"Even so."

He gripped his trembling blade tightly
and forced himself to stand again.

He ignored his stinging wrist.

He hadn't repeated all that training
just to crumble at this kind of pain.

He hadn't put in all that effort just to give up like this.

"..."

"..."

No more words were necessary.
A single sword was communication enough.

He charged again.
With the same strength as before.

As if anticipating it, the boy's sword
met his own,

"...!"

"Kuh... hnngh!!"

But the result was different from before.

His sword began to gradually
cut through the boy's sword.

The texture of mana, the quality of mana,
pure physical strength.

A single sword strike with all these elements
maximized to their fullest.

Though it was just a wooden sword, it felt like
a strike that could cut even steel in this moment,

rushing toward the boy,

and finally, it happened.
A tiny trace of blood.

Very slight, but definite proof
that his attack had connected.

"...Impressive."

"Ha... haha... thank... you—"

And then his eyes closed involuntarily,
as his body collapsed forward.

***

"...They're both impressive."

"..."

"Ah, you may take that child
for treatment if you wish."

"However..."

"It's fine, there are others besides you
who can protect me."

"..."

Thump, thump—
The imposing figure passed by my side.

Carefully cradling the boy
who had fought me moments ago.

He seemed somewhat displeased, but what could be done?
His disciple had collapsed like that.

"I've seen your skills well."

"...Thank you."

"Now then, shall we discuss
the reward I'll give you?"

Ch.102 - The Emperor's Castle
It was a concern from the beginning.
What to give to that child.

Ever since he appeared like a comet
and caught the Elven Queen's attention,
I've been watching his movements closely.

But I never expected this much.

No matter what, he's still an Academy student.
Compared to other knights, he's still quite young.
He was once called the disgrace of the Duke's family.

"...This is truly amusing."

But what wind had blown his way?
No, this change couldn't be explained by mere winds.

And what's even more interesting is that despite such achievements,
he shows no sign of arrogance.

At his age, most would become conceited and proud
after accomplishing what he has.

"Do you have any particular reward in mind?"

"...A reward, Your Majesty?"

"Yes, I'll grant whatever you wish in my name.
Tell me what you desire."

"..."

Jenison said nothing.
He maintained complete silence.

Perhaps he was thinking about what would benefit him most,
or maybe he truly desired nothing,
or he might simply be cautious about speaking carelessly.

The Emperor found even this caution admirable.

"Fortunate that no other ministers are present."

Regardless of the reason, maintaining silence
in response to the Emperor's question was highly disrespectful.

If even a few ministers had been present,
rebukes would have come from all directions.

"However, now is not the time to worry about such things."

What answer would he give?
What does he truly want?

Just as all my attention was focused there,
someone entered from the far end of the long corridor.

"Your Majesty."

"Hmm? Reindel, why are you back so soon?"

The one who broke the long silence was
neither Jenison nor myself, but Reindel.

He had returned empty-handed, having apparently
handed Roden over to someone else.

The massive sword strapped to his back
made clanking sounds as he moved,

and he approached me slowly,
as if he had something to say.

"Reindel, where did you leave
that child Roden?"

"I met some priests on the way and
left him in their care before returning."

"My, what a harsh teacher you are,
not staying by his side until he wakes up?"

He didn't respond to my playful tone.

Then he began to speak in a very low voice,
just loud enough for only me to hear.

"Your Majesty, ■■■ has ■■..."

"...What?!"

The Emperor's face, which had been smiling until just now,
stiffened slightly.

It was very subtle, but
clear and definite.

"...Hmm, then this is no time to be lingering here."

"..."

"I apologize, but we'll have to
continue this meeting another time."

"...I shall obey, Your Majesty."

"Well, don't be too disappointed. I do have
something prepared for you separately."

As soon as those words ended,
I snapped my fingers with a click,

and simultaneously, two figures appeared
beside Jenison.

"We greet the Sun of the Empire."

"Ah, please guide this young man
to the place I previously designated."

"We shall obey."

"...And if he desires anything,
please accommodate him as much as possible."

Even though someone suddenly appearing beside him
would normally be startling,

Jenison's expression didn't change at all.
He simply stared ahead silently.

Once again, I thought he was unlike others his age.

"...Hahaha."

It was amusing.
His still unreadable expression.

And at the same time, I wondered
how long he could maintain that expression.

"That would be entertaining in its own way."

"Your Majesty, we must go."

"Ah, yes. I'll be on my way now."

I was already looking forward to seeing
his reaction when he received the news later.

***

"...Why is he smiling?"

"This way, please."

"Ah... yes."

Leaving behind the Emperor's somehow unsettling smile,
I slowly followed the two figures who had
suddenly appeared beside me.

They wore masks without a single hole
for the face,

and black cloaks that billowed around them,
as if their entire bodies were wrapped in dark cloth.

Black bandages bound their bodies tightly,
as if determined not to expose any skin.

Their appearance would have prompted anyone
to report them immediately if seen elsewhere,
yet here they were, walking before my eyes.

"...Actually, it wasn't so sudden, was it?"

"This way, please."

"..."

"Is something wrong? Are you
experiencing any physical discomfort?"

"No."

A deep voice from within the black mask
inquired about my condition,

but I didn't elaborate.
I simply focused my attention behind me.

Including these two in front of me,
about five people in total.

I had been sensing their presence
behind me throughout the entire time.

When I first entered the main hall following Roden,

While I was listening to the Emperor's words,

During my duel with Roden,
and when Reindel left with him,
and when the Emperor followed him out,

Not for a single moment did their presence fade.

And their concealment skills were so advanced
that only the most experienced would detect them.

All of them were using such high-level concealment
as their basic technique.

Movements that could only be performed
by those who had trained for years.

Whatever their identity, they all appeared
to be highly skilled.

"...The Emperor's personal guards, perhaps?"

"This is your room. Please enter
and make yourself comfortable."

The footsteps of those guiding me
came to a halt.

In front of a smooth reddish-brown door,
made of premium wood
and beautifully crafted.

"...Wasn't I supposed to return?"

"No, our orders were to escort
our guest to this room."

"..."

"Is there a problem..."

"...What about the attendant who came with me?"

"Your companion is being escorted here
by one of our members as we speak."

"..."

"Please rest comfortably without worry.
If you need anything, ring this bell."

As he finished speaking, he rummaged
through his garments.

With each movement of his hand,
a tinkling sound followed.

Finally, a small bell appeared in his hand.
A tiny yellow bell hanging from what looked like a chain.

"Here it is."

"...Is it not possible for me to leave?"

"If you feel uncomfortable, I sincerely apologize...
But as this is His Majesty's goodwill, I implore you
to stay here at least for one night."

When he bowed his head while speaking like that,
I had no room to retreat further.

After all, I couldn't ignore "His Majesty's goodwill."

In the end, all I could do was silently
take the bell from his hand.

No matter how much I disliked it.

"..."

"Thank you, and..."

"...What else?"

Perhaps my worsening mood was evident
in my expression and tone,

as his head bowed slightly lower.

"His Majesty asked me to inform you that—"

"Wait, mister."

"...?"

His important message was interrupted.

The other masked figure who had been walking
silently beside us without saying a word.

A voice from the mask with a much smaller frame
compared to the deep-voiced one.

An androgynous, otherworldly voice that could
belong to either a woman or a man cut him off.

"I'll tell him directly from here,
so you can go now."

"But..."

"Oh, it's fine, I promise I won't do anything,
just trust me this once!"

"...Very well, then... excuse me."

After their brief exchange,
the male masked figure departed first.

With a single swoosh sound,
his form vanished before my eyes.

"...?"

"Oh, don't worry about that.
It's one of our special techniques."

My gaze momentarily fixed on the spot
where he had disappeared,

but then the remaining masked figure grabbed my wrist
and began pulling me into the room.

"..."

"Hmm~"

The cheerful modulation of the voice
oddly harmonized with its androgynous,
otherworldly quality.

As I followed into the room,
its splendor began to unfold before my eyes.

"..."

"Wow, this is really a nice room, isn't it?"

A bed large and beautiful enough for
four or five people to lie on,

A small chandelier hanging from the ceiling,
illuminating the room brightly,

Tables, chairs, and other furniture
each displaying their own charm.

In the wardrobe attached to the room,
beautiful clothes hung neatly arranged.

And the terrace beside the bed,
made of glass windows,
boasted a remarkably beautiful view.

"Hmm... this is a room they don't
usually offer to just anyone."

"...So, who are you?"

"Huh? Me?"

"..."

"Hehe, how long has it been since you've seen me
that you don't even remember my voice?"

"..."

"Or was my voice so common
that it's easily forgotten?"

"I'm sorry, but I've never
heard your voice before..."

"...Huh?"

After muttering that it couldn't be possible,
the figure fiddled with their mask.

Then, as if suddenly realizing something,
they quickly removed their mask.

"Ta-da!"

"...?"

As soon as the mask came off,
beautiful pink hair sprang out.

And a clearly feminine voice became audible.

Her red eyes gazed at me,
and I looked back at her.

She with eyes full of joy,
I with eyes full of confusion.

"Why are you... here?"

"It's been a while!"

One of the Four Great Houses, the Sharlotte Duchy,
and the daughter of the head of the Sharlotte family.

Sino Sharlotte.

She was smiling at me.
A pure, bright smile.

Ch.103 - Banquet News
My head isn't working properly due to the confusion.

Because of this girl pushing her face right in front of me.

The fresh scent wafting from the pink hair swaying right before me.

Those red eyes that could never be described as blue, even as a joke.

Her white skin, in stark contrast to the black cloth she had been wearing until just now, catches my eye.

"What? Where are you looking? Eek~"

"..."

The two daggers neatly strapped to her thigh,

Daggers specialized solely for stabbing, not for cutting or slicing.

Their thin, long blades, like rapiers, prove this.

"Hm? You know about these too?"

"...I know a bit about them."

Perhaps feeling my gaze, she looks down at her thigh and draws out a dagger with a smooth sound.

The dagger she pulled out had a peculiar shape.

Unlike typical daggers with a blade on only one side, this one had edges on both sides.

It had the form commonly known as a double-edged dagger.

Moreover, the tang was extremely short,

Making it look almost like an awl due to its nearly non-existent tang.

"How strange...? Most nobles these days don't know much about daggers."

"..."

"Well, with knights constantly showing off around them, swinging one-handed swords and longswords, who has time to care about daggers?"

"..."

"People who wield swords for style rather than survival."

Her tone carried a slight hostility, as if she found such people contemptible.

Just when I thought she was continuing the conversation, she plopped down on the bed without hesitation.

"How much a sword weighs, how to properly grip one, what it feels like to cut something..."

"..."

"In real combat, some people die floundering around because they don't even know these basics."

Everything that came from her mouth afterward was about her personal experiences.

How nobles who had never held a sword but acted arrogantly would lose their confidence when actually handed one,

Finding it too heavy to hold properly even with both hands.

Or how a particularly boastful child in her class was given a sword and placed before a low-level magical beast,

Only to swing wildly in fear, without considering their strength or stamina, which she found quite amusing.

These stories didn't sound like experiences a young lady from a ducal house, especially one of the four great houses, would have.

Yet her expression as she freely shared these stories looked thoroughly delighted.

Like a child recalling fond memories from long ago.

As I watched her expression for a moment,

She suddenly jerked her head up and clapped her hands together.

"Ah! Right, I had something to tell you."

"...Me?"

"Yes, the old man asked me to deliver something to you earlier, but I forgot. Just a moment?"

As soon as she finished speaking, she threw off the black cloth still covering her body,

And began searching herself.

'....'

"Hmm... where is it? Just wait... give me a little more time?"

Her black outfit had no shoulder coverage whatsoever,

And what little fabric there was clung tightly to her body.

Even objectively speaking, her outfit exposed quite a lot,

Making her white skin seem even more pronounced in the sunlight coming through the terrace.

"...I'll turn around. Please call me when you find it."

"Eh? Oh, you don't have to—"

"Is this the room?"

"Y-yes... Your Highness."

Creeeeak—
The reddish-brown wooden door opens.

The sturdy, beautifully crafted door I had passed through earlier.

"...Wow."

"Hmm... Father must have really taken a liking to that person? A room like this..."

And then they enter.
The owners of the voices that had been softly coming from outside the door.

"..."

"Y-Your Highness, why suddenly..."

One was a woman with the most noble blood in this country.

The red-haired princess of this nation, Kiana Frabel,

And the other person who followed her in was also a face I knew.

"Huh? Young master, you were here..."

The owner of silver hair that shone even more brilliantly in the sunlight.

Ella.

She who had separated from me earlier had now entered this room with the princess.

"...I greet Your Highness."

"Y-you..."

"What brings you here—"

"Indecent!!"

"...?"

For some reason, she pointed at something behind me with a deeply flushed face,

Her red hair matching her reddened skin quite well,

Looking as if white steam might burst from the top of her head at any moment.

And she wasn't the only one with a red face.

"Y-young m-master..."

For some reason, Ella, who was standing respectfully beside her,

Was also blushing furiously while covering her eyes with her palms.

'...Even with your hands like that, you can still see through your fingers, so what's the point?'

"Y-you... so the rumors were true!"

"...?"

"It was true... indeed it was..."

Whatever she had realized, the princess kept muttering to herself,

While Ella, still covering her face, continued to peek at something behind me through her fingers.

As I tilted my head in confusion at their sudden reactions,

"Found it!"

"...?"

"This, this is it. This!"

Someone grabbed both my shoulders from behind and turned me around.

Naturally, my gaze followed,

"...What is this?"

And what met my eyes was a single scroll.

A yellowed scroll that seemed somewhat old and faded.

However, the ribbon binding the scroll didn't look old at all.

Rather, it was so soft it could be mistaken for the finest fabric.

"Alone, I recommend you read it when you're absolutely alone."

"..."

"Well, the contents might be confidential, you know!"

"...I'll keep that in mind. Now, I should probably—"

"W-wait, M-Miss Sino?"

"Your Highness...? What brings you here..."

She seemed quite taken aback by the princess's sudden interruption.

Not only because of the princess's status, but also because she was the young lady of the Sharlotte ducal family.

And the Sharlotte ducal family has long been one of the houses serving only the imperial family.

Her current situation was essentially like having her master suddenly appear before her.

"T-that..."

However, the princess's state was quite strange.

She kept looking back and forth between Sino Sharlotte, her, and me,

Then lowering her head with a flushed face,

And repeatedly making strange "uuu..." sounds.

"Your Highness, are you feeling unwell...?"

"N-no... it's just..."

"I should call a priest right away—"

"M-Miss Sino... and you!"

""...?""

"T-that... um..."

She kept fumbling with her lips while her face continued to redden.

Finally, when her face color completely matched her hair color,

Her lips slowly began to part.

"W-we're still too young to be doing such things!"

""...?""

"S-shameless!"

With an unexpected scream that wasn't quite a scream.

***

"Young lady, how about this dress?"

"No, our young lady would look better in this—"

"Or perhaps this one would be nice—"

Known to the public as a family of mages,

And rarely experiencing any commotion,

The Renuel ducal family.

"Everyone, please stop..."

"Oh, young lady!"

"Which one do you prefer, young lady?"

Today, this usually quiet Renuel ducal house was unusually bustling.

Strange for a family that cared about nothing but magic.

'What could that letter have been...?'

The incident began like this:

A servant of the ducal family discovered a letter in the mailbox, with no knowledge of when it had arrived,

'Um... Master, there's a strange letter...'

'Hmm?'

And somehow that letter made its way to the head of the family.

Originally, since there was no sender listed, they had planned to return it immediately,

But the unusually elegant seal and envelope caught their attention, so they delivered it to the master,

'...Ah, I have so much to do... why now of all times!'

The effect was definite.

'M-master?'

'...I'm fine, go and prepare our daughter to look her best.'

'W-what?'

For Isabella, who had been peacefully shut in her room researching magic, this was truly a bolt from the blue.

'M-mother, why suddenly...?'

'...I really don't want to go either, but we've received an invitation from the imperial family.'

'T-the imperial family...?'

'Yes, it seems they're holding a banquet.'

But what could she do?
The invitation came from none other than the imperial family.

Moreover, the current Renuel ducal family had no excuse to decline,

'...If only it had come a little later, I could have used "that matter" as an excuse... tsk'

And so Isabella was summoned to the royal palace with no way out.

Unlike her dejected appearance, the servants seemed quite excited.

"Young lady, this would suit you well too...!"

"No, this one would be better for the young lady..."

But they couldn't help it,

Since she was only interested in magic, despite having such a beautiful face, she never dressed up,

'Y-young lady, please don't be like that, this outfit...'

'Young lady, let me do your makeup... young lady?'

Naturally making those who watched her feel frustrated,

And for the servants by her side, this was their opportunity.

A chance for their young lady to shine above all others.

A chance for them to personally adorn their young lady.

"...It's not like there's anyone I want to impress—"

""You never know about that?!""

Since she wasn't passionate about anything except magic,

She tried to make a small rebellion in her own way, but was quickly suppressed.

"You never know, young lady, you might meet your destined partner at the banquet."

"No, that's too..."

"And you're so beautiful, young lady. There's definitely a possibility!"

Isabella had plenty of rebuttals but chose not to voice them.

She didn't want to ruin the rare excitement of those who had entered this household.

'...Someone I want to impress, huh...'

She pondered deeply in her heart.
Did she have someone she liked right now?

In the past, she would have quickly answered Allen of the Reinhardt family,

'....'

But now, for some reason, the words wouldn't come easily.

Because of a certain man's doll that kept piercing through her thoughts.

That man's doll that was currently causing a stir throughout the empire.

The voice of that man who had so indifferently forgiven her kept echoing,

And those hollow eyes kept appearing in her mind.

'...I wonder how he's doing these days—'

"Young lady, how about this?"

"Huh? Oh... um..."

Ch.104 - Blessing
"Sh...shameless...!"

The Imperial Princess was shouting with her face still flushed red.
Kiana Frabel.

"Young master... e-even if you've matured, y-you're still a minor..."

"..."

"Such... things are still too early, I think... ugh..."

And beside her stood another woman.
Ella, who was pretending to cover her eyes with her palm but was actually peeking through the gaps between her fingers.

"Um, am I the only one who doesn't understand what the princess is talking about...?"

"..."

"And why is your attendant acting like that?"

And in front of them stood a confused Sino Charlotte, who had entered my field of vision.

All I could do was bow my head deeply and let out a heavy sigh.

"..."

"S-Sino, as a duke's daughter, I think you should conduct yourself with more propriety—"

"Young master, but are you two perhaps..."

"Your Highness? I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about...?"

"...Ah, my head hurts."

≪Detecting user's unexplained headache.≫
≪Cause of headache: Confirmed as stress.≫

I already know that, so stop popping up.

***

Tap, tap—
Footsteps echo.

A single set of footsteps treading lightly on the floor made of pure white stone.

In the middle of the marble-like stone floor, a long, soft red carpet made of the finest fur was laid out.

And on the sides, beautiful paintings still hung densely.

"Reindel, why do you think he's visiting the Royal Palace now?"

"..."

"Do you have any idea?"

"Forgive me, but I do not."

"Well... I suppose no one can truly understand what goes on in that cunning old man's mind."

The voices of the two people echo once more through the long corridor.

One moved forward with red hair and a fluttering crimson cape.

Following behind was the Golden Knight, maintaining his characteristic expressionless face as he slowly stepped forward.

Tap, tap—
Thud, thud—

The footsteps that had been singular until just moments ago had somehow grown to two.

And besides that, no other sound could be heard.

Only the sound of minds working hard could be sensed.

"I can't think of any reason why he would come all the way here."

"Your Majesty, we have arrived."

"Ah... yes, so we have."

The line of elaborate paintings displayed along the side came to an end.

And before them stood a door.

A reddish-brown door identical to the one assigned to Jenison.

Creeeeak—
The hinges holding the door closed parted.

And the interior was revealed clearly.

A massive bed that could easily accommodate three or even four people.

A brightly shining silver table and luxurious furniture.

A gentle breeze from the beautiful terrace wafted through the room.

"...Please accept that these words I now speak are solely the will of the Lord—"

But it wasn't just the breeze that floated through the room.

"Forgive me for crying out for the children you love..."

"..."

"Help me to think of belonging to heaven rather than this unworthy earth..."

Despite the entrance of people of tremendous status—the Emperor and the Golden Knight—the prayer being recited by someone in the room showed no signs of stopping.

"Grant me the wisdom to dare understand your pure and noble thoughts..."

"Your Holiness, His Majesty has arrived."

"To understand your will... hm?"

Unable to bear it any longer, Reindel approached the kneeling man and tapped his shoulder a few times.

Only then did he stop his continuous prayer and look in our direction.

"Ah, I apologize. I was so rude as to not notice Your Majesty's entrance."

"Haha, not at all... I actually enjoyed listening to your prayer."

"I am grateful for your kind words."

His head slowly rises.
The head of the man who had been reciting prayers in the room.

His snow-white hair and beard swayed in the gentle breeze.

The white robe he wore was embroidered with gold thread here and there.

"So, what brings you all the way here?"

"Haha... I just wanted to see Your Majesty's face after so long—"

"I know better than anyone in the world that you're not that kind of person, Pope."

At the Emperor's firm tone suggesting that was absolutely impossible,
the Pope could only smile awkwardly.

"Heh heh... I expected such a response, but it still stings."

"Let's skip the insincere pleasantries.
Would you mind telling me your purpose for coming here?"

I already have many pending matters.

As soon as the Emperor finished speaking,
the Pope's expression hardened.

Like muddy ground drying up under the sun the day after rain.

"...What are you thinking?"

A voice impossible to imagine coming from the kindly old man who had been smiling just moments ago.

Even for the Emperor, who had known him since childhood,
it was quite a rare sight.

"I'm not sure what you mean?"

"That letter you sent to the Saintess,
was it truly from Your Majesty?"

"Indeed it was. I'm glad to hear it was delivered properly."

"..."

"Ah, I understand your concerns well."

"..."

"It is indeed unusual for us to invite someone who clearly belongs to the Church."

The Church, which has virtually monopolized priests since ancient times,

And the previous imperial family, which tried hard to extract priests from the Church.

"H-hey, blood keeps flowing from my precious pinky finger! Can't you heal it properly?"

"Remember that not a single scar should remain on His Majesty's body.
Put more effort into the healing, I say!"

"Ahem... you there, I command you to visit my bedchamber later."

The previous imperial family, which forcibly extracted priests from the Church under the pretext of their own safety and exploited their powers.

Fortunately, thanks to the previous Pope and Saintess,
the matter didn't escalate too far.

But the relationship between the Imperial Family and the Church
remains awkward, to say the least.

At most, they occasionally dispatch spare priests to the Imperial Palace.

That was the extent of it.
Until now.

"However, at least this time, I've invited her with purely good intentions."

"...May I ask what kind of good intentions you speak of?"

"Well, let's sit down and talk first."

Between them was a table covered with a visibly luxurious tablecloth,
and two sofas made of gleaming leather caught the eye.

"Shall we move over there?
My legs are getting a bit sore from standing."

"..."

Behind the two men who silently took their seats,
Reindel stood firmly with his hands behind his back.

As if this wasn't his place to be.

The Emperor had invited him to join them, but
when he politely declined, the Emperor didn't force him further.

"What is it you wish to discuss, Your Majesty?"

"My goodness, I didn't take you for such an impatient man...
What's the rush? Can't we take our time?"

"...I apologize for being sensitive about matters concerning the Saintess rather than anyone else."

"It's fine, I don't mind at all."

Silence, once again silence seemed to fall between them,
until the Emperor, who had been stroking his chin, finally spoke slowly.

"Well, there was no particular meaning behind it."

"...What do you—"

"As you know... nobles always receive blessings from the church when they're young, don't they?"

"Yes, that's true."

"However, there's still a child who hasn't received even that common blessing."

"...?"

"A child you know as well."

"Are you referring to... Jenison?"

"Yes, all the information that has reached me
indicates that he hasn't received a blessing."

"..."

"For a child who has accomplished so much,
wouldn't it be appropriate to grant him one?"

"..."

"It's not as if the child has no connection to the Church."

"...Your Majesty."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"I believe Your Majesty is well aware that blessings have been
the exclusive privilege of nobles until now."

Blessings—earnestly praying to God for a person's future prosperity.

Their scope ranged from the trivial to the magnificent, incredibly diverse.

Finding coins repeatedly at one's feet while walking down the street,

An arrow that seemed impossible to hit striking the target perfectly,

Easily discovering a hidden place one has devoted their life to finding, and so on.

Something that would definitely help one's path in some way.

Since our arrogant nobles had no reason to offer
such opportunities to commoners,

"Of course, I'm aware of that as well."

"...Then you must also know that there will be fierce opposition from other nobles."

"Indeed."

"Especially the jealousy from his peers will be immense.

Many of those children have deeply ingrained notions of superiority, so how could..."

"Haha, wasn't that child originally part of that faction?"

"..."

"And don't worry about that matter.
I've made separate arrangements."

"...Pardon?"

"Haha, I'm quite looking forward to that child's reaction!"

***

"...What?"

"Hmm? Didn't you hear me?"

"...I heard you clearly, but could you please repeat it once more?"

"Oh come on! Tomorrow, my father will personally bestow the rank of baron upon you, so prepare—"

"..."

≪Warning, user's headache is becoming severe.≫
≪Recommend taking rest promptly...≫

I started feeling dizzy.
For real.

Ch.105 - Friend
Baron
The fifth and lowest rank among the five noble titles.

The five noble ranks are Duke, Marquis, Earl, Viscount, and Baron—titles given to feudal lords.

These are the most common noble titles.

And among these five ranks, the lowest is Baron.

While Dukes are practically semi-independent powers within the Empire,

Earls serve as administrators appointed by kings or dukes,

And Viscounts act as deputy rulers under Earls,

Barons remain at the bottom of the hierarchy.

Other nobles often refer to Barons as merely nominal nobles or rural countryside nobles,

*But they don't realize that even this title is something commoners would be grateful for.*

For commoners, the title of nobility is something they can hardly dream of.

A life without financial worries where one can command others as they please.

A life where one can embrace any woman they desire, not living day-to-day just to survive.

How many people wouldn't wish for such a life?

"So, starting tomorrow morning, we need to prepare your appearance—"

"M-master... are you really becoming a noble now? I'm... I'm so happy—"

"How wonderful~ Even though it's just a Baron, you're the first person our age to receive a noble title—"

"..."

But I never particularly wanted such a life.

***

"I... I think black would suit you best, young master..."

"This man already wears gloomy black all the time. For that day, he should change the mood with a different color—"

"Hmm... Your Highness, what do you think of this outfit..."

How did it come to this? This certainly wasn't why we gathered.

It all started when Ella suddenly declared it wasn't the time for this and pulled out several of my outfits from the luggage.

These were clothes I had brought back from the Great Forest to the Empire.

Since my assignment to the Great Forest was somewhat official, I had brought rather luxurious clothes,

Which I never actually got to wear because of the mission. Now she had pulled them out.

"What are those clothes?"

"Oh, Y-Your Highness, these are... my master's spare clothes."

"I can see that with my own eyes. What I'm curious about is why you've brought them out."

"The master... will receive his title tomorrow... so I thought he should have proper attire... I-I apologize if I've been presumptuous—"

"Hmm...? This could be fun. Would you bring them here for a moment?"

I might not know about others, but Kiana's status is that of a princess.

How could a mere commoner's maid who had taken it upon herself to serve him refuse the princess's words?

"Miss Sino?"

"Yes, Your Highness."

"Would you like to join us in this?"

And a daughter from a family that had served the imperial household for generations couldn't refuse either.

No matter that she was the daughter of a duke's family.

"Let's see what clothes we have here. Oh... this seems to be made of quite fine fabric?"

"Yes, it appears so to me as well."

"M-master..."

"Now, would you try this on for us?"

"..."

"W-wait, you're changing right here...! A-alright, please hurry and put it on..."

And the same applied to me.

No matter how much merit I had earned in the eyes of the Empire,

It was nearly impossible to ignore the words of royalty.

So I had no choice but to obediently follow her instructions.

"Hmm... it suits you better than I expected."

"..."

"But could you do something about your expression? You look like you hate this too obviously..."

"...I'll correct it."

As a result, I've become like a department store mannequin, obediently following her words.

For about an hour now.

*I guess they weren't kidding when they said never go shopping with women.*

"Ah, would you try this one next?"

"Your Highness, I think this would suit him well too—"

*...This is exhausting.*

It was a hellish time where I wanted to rest but absolutely couldn't,

"Oh? It's mealtime already."

And only when those words were spoken did I finally see an end in sight.

*Finally... I can rest—*

"My father has invited you to a banquet... shall we go?"

"...?"

"Oh, but before we go, try this one on too."

Of course, even that glimpse of an end felt impossibly distant to me.

***

*Well... it's certainly not bad.*

From behind the reddish-brown door came the sound of several people chattering loudly.

The princess, the most noble bloodline in this country, and Sino Charlotte, daughter of a duke's family.

And one servant changing clothes repeatedly before them.

The voices of four people filled the room with bustling noise.

*Is it because his face is decent? There aren't many outfits that don't suit him.*

This thought crossed the princess's mind as she stared intently at Jenison, who was mechanically changing clothes before her.

*At first, I just said it casually...*

"Try this one on too."

"...Yes, Lady Charlotte."

"Hehe, it suits you well. Couldn't you speak with a more relaxed expression?"

*...Maybe I shouldn't have said anything.*

She still remembered when his maid first brought out several sets of clothes.

And quite luxurious-looking ones at that.

She had wondered how he, now supposedly a commoner, could afford such clothes, and why they were being brought out now.

She had simply been curious about that.

*...Well, Father has sent out invitations under the pretext of a banquet...*

Many other nobles would surely attend, and public attention would be focused there.

In that sense, this maid probably wanted to ensure her master wouldn't be looked down upon.

Despite being the same age as herself, she seemed overflowing with consideration.

She found that admirable.

"...How praiseworthy."

"P-pardon? I-I'm sorry... I didn't quite... I'm truly sorry—"

"N-nothing at all."

"Y-yes..."

But she couldn't properly compliment her.

It seemed like the maid might fall to her knees if she prolonged the conversation any further.

*...There it is again.*

It had always been like this.

People feeling uncomfortable around her.

Though they didn't show it openly, complaints could clearly be heard somewhere.

*Ugh... because of Kiana, I can't even relax.*

*Why did she have to choose me out of everyone? Ugh... I can't refuse because she's the princess... it's so burdensome.*

*R-relax? I'm perfectly comfortable and happy in this position... haha!*

A characteristic that manifests only in the imperial bloodline—the Eye for All Things.

A simple ability that allows one to see through the true nature of everything in the world.

Perhaps because she inherited the bloodline more strongly, she began to see other things as well.

*This person... pfft... since when has he been balding?*

She could even see other people's inner thoughts and feelings with her eyes.

*This person seems to be in a bad mood today? I suppose something upsetting must have happened.*

It was convenient.

This ability.

Of course, it required a bit of concentration and mana,

But being able to know others' thoughts and feelings was quite useful.

She considered this ability a blessing.

Until she turned 10.

*Princess, if you run around like that, it's very difficult for us to keep up...*

*Hehe, everyone follow me!!*

*...Yes, of course.*

*...Huh?*

That was when she first saw it.

The hostile emotions directed at her.

Back then, it frightened her so much that she cried uncontrollably,

But now it doesn't bother her at all.

Not everyone can like you, after all.

However, like now...

When someone you want to befriend finds you burdensome,

It still hurts.

*....*

Because of her status.

Because of her title as princess.

The number of people willing to serve her continued to grow,

And so did the number of people who found her burdensome.

She could see their thoughts becoming tainted with greed.

It was impossible to make real friends.

*...I just wanted to make friends.*

Someone who doesn't see you as an equal can't be called a friend.

A realization that came too early.

"Try this on too."

"...Yes."

*...At first, I thought I couldn't become friends with Miss Sino either...*

She was someone who couldn't bring herself to speak casually to the princess, insisting on formal speech.

But her inner thoughts revealed that at least she didn't find the princess burdensome.

After that, the princess kept pushing forward first, she remembers.

*...I'll have to talk separately with that maid later, though it's a shame...*

"Young master, how about this one?"

"...It's fine. I'll try it on."

*....*

She observes him as he changes clothes again before her.

What's needed is a bit of concentration and a handful of mana.

She feels her eyes glowing slightly,

And soon, letters begin to squirm out from his chest and head.

The letters from his chest represent his current feelings,

And those from his head represent his thoughts.

*...Is he a bit tired? And... slightly annoyed...*

The result of combining all the letters from him was annoyance and fatigue.

*...Even though I'm a princess... isn't that a bit disrespectful?*

"Young master, just one more outfit—"

"Oh? It's mealtime already?"

Letters quickly emerge from him as soon as her words end.

Relief, and happiness at being able to rest.

"My father has invited you to a banquet... shall we go?"

"...?"

And once again, letters emerge from him after her words.

Bewilderment, and despair.

Despite all this, he shows no sign of irritation or dissatisfaction toward her.

Why?

It feels like just yesterday that she burned his arms.

Despite nearly losing both hands due to her excessive actions, he forgave her.

And even then, she didn't see it.

Any sense of rejection toward her.

He had changed so much from the man who once made a scene before her that she could hardly believe it was the same person.

She really liked him for that.

At least he treated her as a person, not just as a princess.

She liked him enough to regret having tried to teach him a lesson when she had judged him to be a villain.

And then she thought:

Perhaps she could become friends with this person.

No, she would like to become friends with him.

"Oh, before we go, try this one more on."

"..."

The kind of friends who could tease each other—that kind of comfortable relationship.

Ch.106 - Friend?
"Come, sit here, my daughter."

"Yes, Father."

"Why don't you all sit down as well? Before the delicious food gets cold."

"I'll join you with your permission, Your Majesty."

"Hmm, you're the daughter of the Charlotte family, aren't you? Please, go ahead and sit."

A beautiful red tablecloth with flowing lace adorned the long table.

On top of it, dishes of exquisite appearance and elegant presentation seemed to breathe with life and shine.

A chandelier illuminated everything brilliantly.

Scrape—
Scrape, scrape—

As chairs dragged across the floor, people took their seats one by one.

"Well, um... first, it would be impolite to talk with food in front of us..."

"..."

"What are you doing? Please, sit down."

"...Excuse me, Your Majesty."

"No need for excuses, hahaha."

At the head of the red table sat a red-haired man.

With a word from him, the banquet began.

***

Clink, clatter—
The tableware moved back and forth.

Forks and knives that seemed to be made of pure silver danced their own dances.

The meat, tender with each bite, boasted a heavenly taste.

The seasonings, neither too strong nor too mild, covered the food perfectly.

Various vegetables and fruits further stimulated the appetite.

"How is it? Does it suit your taste?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

My answer and Charlotte's came simultaneously.

Perhaps no one would dare say the palace food was bad in front of the Emperor.

But it was no lie—this food was truly delicious.

So delicious that I questioned whether what I'd eaten before could even be called food.

"Good, I'm glad you're enjoying it. Our chefs will be pleased."

Unlike the Emperor who smiled as he spoke, I couldn't bring myself to smile.

The princess had told me that her father had invited me to this banquet.

My presence here wasn't due to her kindness but the Emperor's command.

Naturally, as the ruler of this country with mountains of work to attend to—

A man who never did anything he didn't want to do.

He wouldn't have called me here without reason.

*...Does he have something to tell me that requires both this setting and the princess's presence?*

Otherwise, there would be no reason to have the princess bring me here.

I thought there must be some important matter to discuss.

"..."

"How about you two? Does it suit your tastes as well?"

"Yes, Father. The food seems especially delicious today."

"I agree, Your Majesty. Such delicious food is rarely seen even at the Duke's mansion."

"Is that so? Heh heh, it seems my request for special attention has had some effect."

*...*

No wonder each dish possessed an extraordinary taste.

At the Emperor's request, any chef would have given their utmost effort.

*...It might be a little sad—*

"Jenison."

Just as I was silently expressing gratitude to the unknown chefs who had put their heart and soul into these dishes without knowing why,

The Emperor's voice reached my ears, along with the sound of knife and fork being set down.

"...I await your command, Your Majesty."

"Haha, why so formal?"

"..."

After wiping the sauce from his mouth, he laughed heartily as he spoke.

His plate was already empty.

Even though it had held a steak that seemed too large for one person.

"Earlier, we were in public, so such formality was necessary, but isn't this a private occasion? Don't feel burdened."

"...I'm grateful for your kindness."

I nodded slightly while continuing the conversation, acknowledging his words,

But my attitude remained unchanged.

Even with the Emperor's permission, there was still a difference in status.

This wasn't a relationship where I could be casual.

"However, I am merely a commoner, and Your Majesty is the sun of the Empire. I dare not address you casually. Please understand."

Perhaps my firm voice conveyed that I couldn't cross that line,

For he merely clicked his tongue once, showing no particular displeasure.

"...Very well, do as you wish. That's not the important matter anyway."

"...?"

The important matter—likely the reason he called me here.

The reason he specifically had the princess invite me to this dinner banquet.

As I waited quietly for the words to come from his mouth,

"Father, what important matter?"

"...?"

The princess beside me asked with genuine confusion.

Kiana Frabel, it was her.

*The princess didn't know...?*

I had naturally assumed she knew, since she was the one who brought me here.

The reason I had to come here.

"Jenison, I'll ask you directly."

"...Yes? Yes... Your Majesty, please speak."

Ignoring the princess chattering beside him, he slowly opened his mouth.

His red beard trembled, and his eyes seemed to flash for a moment, but that must have been my imagination.

"Jenison, what do you think of my daughter?"

"...Pardon?"

"What? Father, what are you...?"

"No, I'm tired of beating around the bush. Would you consider getting engaged to my daughter?"

So, what I just heard must also be my imagination.

It must be.

***

While Jenison was being treated like a mannequin, trying on outfit after outfit,

Laughter could be heard from another room.

"Haha, did you really do that to me?"

"Your Majesty... as I've said many times, that was all—"

The voices of two middle-aged men came from behind the reddish-brown door.

After their earlier conversation ended, they were now chatting as if they had never been upset.

Like old friends who had known each other for a long time.

"So that's when you scolded me when I was young, and I was so—"

"Your Majesty, no matter what, lifting a devout nun's habit was going too far—"

"Oh my, when did I ever do such a thing? Hahaha..."

From incidents between the young Emperor and the Pope to memories only they shared,

Their topics of conversation were incredibly diverse.

Having been at the top of their respective powers for so long, managing them, they hadn't had leisure time for such conversations.

"Haha... it's quite enjoyable to talk with you like this after so long."

"I feel the same way, Your Majesty."

"Hmm... perhaps he would be suitable."

"What do you mean, Your Majesty? Do you have some concern you can't speak of...?"

"Well, it is a concern. It's about my daughter's marriage."

The Pope who had been listening, and Reindel's eyes as well, suddenly widened.

Marriage—choosing a lifelong partner.
And not just anyone's, but the princess's marriage.

Certainly not an ordinary matter.

"My, I didn't realize she was already of age to be married..."

"Well, she's not quite there yet... but it's not too early either."

"..."

"These days, nobles marry at even younger ages, so why not my daughter?"

"May I ask who the match is?"

"Don't you know him? You even met him recently... haha."

"...?"

"Well, he's certainly capable enough, and he's about to become a noble, isn't he?"

For a moment, the Pope thought, *Surely not...* but quickly dismissed the idea.

Not only were their social statuses incompatible, but he and the princess had no connection.

They were merely academy classmates.

If anything, he had more connection with their Saintess.

*...She seems to be waiting for news of him anyway...*

"Anyway... I wanted to ask what you think of him..."

"...Of whom do you speak?"

"Yes, Jenison—that boy. I received information that you two are close, so you must know him well?"

"..."

"Well, as long as his character is decent... his abilities have already been proven... I think they would make a good match."

"Could it be... the person you just mentioned is...?"

"Hmm? Didn't you hear me? I said Jenison."

*...This is trouble.*

It had seemed strange that the Saintess, who normally showed no interest in worldly matters, had recently been curious about his news.

To the point where I wondered if she had a special interest in him.

*It seems almost certain that the Saintess has feelings for that fellow...*

Others might laugh at such an old-fashioned thought,

But unfortunately, most priests in the order were people who had dedicated their bodies to God.

In other words, they were like beginners who knew nothing about romance.

This meant they were likely to interpret even minor things as signs of affection.

Even if it was just asking after someone's well-being.

*Still, as the Saintess chosen by the Goddess and the Saint chosen by the Goddess, I would have preferred to match them myself...*

The Saintess, the Goddess's representative, and the Saint, chosen by the Goddess.

A perfect pair by anyone's standards.

*...I should step in here.*

"So, about that boy... what do you know about him..."

"Don't worry, I'll help you with all my heart and soul."

Ch.107 - Kidnapping
In the end, the banquet came to an abrupt conclusion.
All because of the Emperor's final words.

"W-what...!"

"What do you think? I believe your abilities are more than sufficient for me to acknowledge you as my son-in-law—"

"Don't say such ridiculous things!!"

I hadn't expected the Imperial Princess to storm out like that.

Nor did I think she could shout so loudly.

She had always presented herself as quiet and proper.

"...Did something happen between you and my daughter?"

"Nothing in particular."

"...Haha, my apologies. Would it be alright if I excused myself first?"

Eventually, the Emperor, unable to bear the situation any longer, rose from his seat first. Who could enjoy their meal comfortably after that?

Especially when the only person left sitting across from me was the Duke's daughter.

Without even finishing my meal, I got up and walked through the corridor.

Under the still-bright hallway, a reddish-brown door caught my eye.

Along with my black shadow flickering beneath it.

"You can come out now."

There was no one around.

Just the flickering candles burning brightly and beautiful paintings hanging on the walls.

Though there wasn't a trace of any living being, let alone a human form,

I was certain someone was here.

"The candle flames wouldn't flicker in a room with no breeze, would they?"

"..."

"Come out, before I have to drag you out."

"How brrrave..."

Something suddenly emerged from the edge of the unusually elongated shadow behind me.

"..."

How should I describe it?
That form.

A black slime?
Or perhaps a spherical object filled with black fluid?

Black liquid dripped onto the floor from this object that had suddenly appeared,

and the droplets moved of their own accord, eventually returning to my shadow.

Soon, only the original black sphere remained alone in the corridor.

"How did you know?"

The sphere split open with a crack,
and someone revealed themselves from within.

Like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon.

"How could I not know? Anyone paying even a little attention would notice."

"Hmm... yet all the others failed to notice that little bit..."

Pink hair revealed its presence,

followed by a pale, naked body, unlike the black sphere.

Was it my imagination? I could have sworn I saw the gleam of her blade, surrounded by something black.

"...So, why are you here, Lady Charlotte?"

"Eh... changing the subject?"

Though I tried to ignore her, she suddenly appeared behind me, resting her head on my shoulder.

With her lips pursed and eyes closed, she looked like a cat trying to be cute.

"Wow... look at that expression."

"...I apologize if I was rude."

"You know, I've been told I'm quite the beauty. Shouldn't you be happy when I act like this?"

"..."

"...Could you manage your expression a bit?"

"...What brings you here?"

I sighed at her playful tone and actions, turning around,

only to find her standing in front of me again.

Without making any sound or showing any movement.

"Obviously, I came because I have something to tell you."

"...To me?"

"Yes, it's about you!"

She spoke cheerfully, snapping her fingers.

Black liquid surged around her, forming a black panel.

"As you know, the Empire is full of rumors about you right now, isn't it?"

"...Yes, that's true."

"Do you know which rumor is getting the most attention?"

Somehow, she was holding what looked like a black quill pen made of shadows,

and her expression seemed inexplicably happy.

The kind of expression that suggested she was having too much fun to contain her laughter.

"...I suppose, in my opinion... it would be the rumor related to the Reinhardt family—"

"That's right!!"

Two more black spheres began forming around her,

each gradually taking its own shape.

One formed into a long sword,
while the other took the shape of a breastplate and pauldrons.

"The Reinhardt family, known as one of the four great houses of honorable knights!"

"..."

"And our Delinquent, Jenison, who was called the only trash in that family!"

"..."

"But it turns out all of that was on the orders of the honorable Duke?!"

"..."

"That rumor is spreading throughout the Royal Palace and the marketplace, and at an incredible speed!"

"...I'm aware of that."

That was the very rumor that reached my ears as soon as I entered the Empire.

It wouldn't have been possible unless it had spread quite widely.

"Oh? You knew? I thought you didn't know!"

"..."

"You're too calm! For someone who's the subject of the rumor!"

"...If that's all you have to say, may I take my leave?"

"No? I never said that was all."

She put her hand into the floor.
More precisely, into the floor that had already turned black.

The floor seemed to be sucking in her hand like a vacuum cleaner.

Yet she showed no reaction and moved her hand around.

"Hmm... it was here somewhere..."

"What... are you looking for?"

"Ah... just wait a moment... ah, found it!!"

Her hand came out with a popping sound.

In her hand was a sheet of paper, already faded and discolored.

A sheet of paper filled with dense writing.

"Aria Reinhardt, your sister, right?"

My eyes widened.
Because of a name I hadn't expected at all.

The name of the Reinhardt family's sister, whom I had been planning to visit.

Her name came from the mouth of Charlotte, who was in charge of the Empire's underworld?

Of all people, from her mouth?

"...Why is that name coming up now?"

"Oh, you react immediately when it's about your sister?"

"..."

"I'd appreciate it if you'd soften that harsh expression. You might die with a face like that, you know?"

"..."

"Hey... are you listening to me?"

"...Has something happened to her?"

Despite clearly hearing my question,
she just smiled slyly,

without giving any answer.

"What should I do... we don't give information for free except to the Imperial family...?"

"..."

"I'll tell you if you lend me your strength just once in the future? When we need help, no questions asked."

"..."

"I should warn you... you'd better not think about attacking me here and just taking the information..."

"..."

"Even if you defeat me, I'm confident I won't spill the information!"

"Ha..."

"Besides, the more time passes, the more urgent it becomes for you!"

I felt the urge to strike that smiling face immediately,

but I barely restrained myself by repeatedly reciting the character for "patience" (忍) in my mind.

As she said, the one in a hurry now was me, not her.

"...Alright, I'll do it."

"Wow, really?"

"...Yes."

"That's a relief... honestly, I was prepared to take a few hits or have my nails pulled out!"

"..."

"Hey, don't look at me like I'm crazy... it hurts my feelings..."

"...Forget that, just tell me quickly. Has something happened to my sister?"

"Ah, about that..."

She dropped the paper she had been carefully holding.

The paper fluttered down and settled on the black-stained floor.

"It seems she's been kidnapped by someone."

"What—"

It was sucked in.
Into the abyss of the black space.

***

"Ugh... my head..."

A woman's voice could be heard.
Somehow, it sounded a bit weak.

The woman struggled to open her eyes,
trying to hold onto her wavering consciousness.

"Huh? What... where is this... kyaah!!"

"...Isn't this the wrong one?"

"How would I know? We just need to take her and that's it."

Though she managed to open her eyes with difficulty,
there was no light in front of her,

and she could hear the voices of two unknown men.

Despite her confusion at the sudden situation,
her body began to shake back and forth,

and though she tried to maintain her balance,
her hands and feet were already bound by something.

She couldn't even straighten her back, and just lifting her head
made it hit the ceiling.

"...What is this... where am I trapped?... Kidnapped?"

The surrounding environment felt like being trapped in a small box.

The state of her restrained body also
pointed to only one possibility.

The possibility that she had been kidnapped.

"By the way, how much further do we have to go?"

"We're almost there. The client is such a big shot,
they live in a fancy, remote place..."

"...So kidnapping is confirmed."

"But, that little girl... didn't you say she's an Academy student?
Won't she start using magic when she wakes up?"

"Don't worry, I put mana restraints on her.
They provided them to us. Whoever it is must be pretty angry, hehe."

From the conversation between the two men,
she could guess what kind of situation she was in.

"...There's no way... to escape."

Escape was nearly impossible due to the magical device
called mana restraints attached to her arms.

Especially for her, who specialized in using magic.

It shook and shook again.
This space where she was confined.

Perhaps they were in a carriage, as it bumped along,
the shaking showing no signs of stopping.

Finally, when the shaking stopped,
light entered her eyes again.

Someone had opened it from outside.

To show her to the mysterious client who had ordered her kidnapping.

"...Father?"

"...So it was you, Aria."

She could see it.
The figure of the client.

It had taken the form of her father.

Ch.108 - The Head Of The Family And Its Weight
"...Dad? Is this wench your daughter?"

"So you ordered your own daughter to be kidnapped? Good grief... what kind of messed-up family is this..."

"...Would you like to hear more details?"

A murderous aura rises from behind the Duke.

The implicit meaning was clear—if they wanted to hear more, they'd have to risk their lives.

This was a skill that only those with sufficient power and authority could wield.

"Ah... no, sir, haha... What would people like us do with such information anyway?"

"Th-that's right, as long as you pay us properly... we'll do whatever you ask without questions, even curse the king on your behalf."

Naturally, these men who made their living through human trafficking had never experienced such killing intent before.

The two men's heads lowered automatically, their hands clasped together, and flattery spilled from their mouths.

"If you understand, then get out. You'll receive your payment up ahead."

"Y-yes sir!"

"Haha, th-thank you!!"

With the Duke's dismissal, the two men vanished like arrows shot from a bow.

Now only two people remained.

Aria, still trapped in the small iron cage, could only look up at her father,

While the Reinhardt Duke looked down at his daughter with extremely cold eyes.

Between them hung a silence so chilling it raised goosebumps,

Neither exchanging a single word with the other.

"AAAAARGH!!"

"H-hey, why are you doing this to us... AAAAGH!!"

That's when it happened.
Two screams echoed from behind Aria.

The voices belonged to the duo who had kidnapped her earlier.

She was no longer so young that she didn't understand what those screams meant.

"...Are you silencing witnesses, Father?"

Her voice trembled in a way she could hardly believe herself.

Whether she didn't want to believe it,
Or whether she couldn't believe it, was unclear,

But her voice contained a hint of hope mixed with tears.

"Isn't that obvious, Aria."

"..."

"What if our family's honor were to be tarnished because of the worthless mouths of men like those?"

The Duke's voice that followed shattered her hopes,

And as a result, the tearfulness in her voice only increased.

"Why... why go so far...!"

"You're still young. You don't need to understand such matters."

"No matter how young I am, I can still tell right from wrong!!"

"Then make the distinction—though of course, this is the right thing to do."

Faced with his unyielding statement, firm to the point of hardness,

She pressed her hand to her forehead and threw her head back.

Half because she couldn't bear to look at her father's face anymore,

And half because she wanted to lament how the man who was once her idol had become like this.

"F-Father, please... stop this... now..."

"Stop what, Aria? Do you truly not understand what I'm doing?"

"This...!! How am I supposed to understand this?!"

Duke Reinhardt showed no sign of regret, guilt, or even the slightest remorse.

Aria was truly angry with him for the first time in her life.

"Are you saying that for the sake of the family, it's okay to cast aside your own child... that for the family's sake, it's fine to disregard human life?!"

"..."

"Just for... just for such an empty... formless thing as family honor—"

"It's not 'just' anything."

The silver longsword hanging quietly at the Duke's waist began to emerge from its scabbard.

*Shing*—
A sound that sent chills down one's spine just from hearing it.

The sound of metal meeting metal and sliding past made every hair on the body stand on end.

"The fact that I, that you, that all of us can live more comfortably than others is all thanks to our family. How could you abandon and deny that?"

"...Even if that honor gets a little tarnished, nothing much would—"

"You are different from me, Aria."

A blue aura enveloped the Duke's blade.

A blue so intense it would send chills down the spine of anyone who saw it.

"Unlike you, I am the head of a family. Do you understand what that means?"

"..."

"The greater good over the sacrifice of the few. The happiness of many over the suffering of one. If necessary, even casting aside one's own child is the fate of a family head."

"..."

"Have you ever once thought about the weight of this name?"

His blade resonated.
Along with the blue aura he was emitting.

The massive blade, too heavy for an ordinary person to even lift, began to vibrate with a humming sound,

And simultaneously, the Duke took one step forward.

"When you children were growing up safely within the family's protection at your age, I was outside those barriers."

"..."

"I had to prove myself to the head of the family who wouldn't acknowledge me. That I was worthy of inheriting this family."

"..."

"I slew countless magical beasts, cut down countless people, and even struck down my own siblings."

"..."

"This position carries the weight of their lives and blood."

He took another step forward.
Specifically, toward the iron cage where she was imprisoned.

His mana-imbued resonating sword dragged along the floor, leaving a trail of sword marks.

"I have a responsibility. The responsibility to advance the family as payment for their lives."

"..."

"And in my family, there is absolutely no place for riffraff."

"...That's!"

"Even if they are my own children...!"

The Duke swung his sword.
A horizontal slash from left to right.

His heavy blade cut through the air and continued straight toward the iron cage.

"...Kyaah!!"

"..."

The Duke's sword was by no means a special one.

Just a large sword with nothing special about its hardness, shape, or the materials that made up its blade.

But that ordinary sword was completely reconstructed and reborn when he infused it with mana.

His blade, boasting several times the hardness of ordinary steel and meticulously coated with magical power.

Before his mana-infused sword, these iron bars were nothing more than wooden sticks.

*Slash*—
Not even the sound of metal meeting metal could be heard.

His sword strike cleanly cut through the iron bars without the slightest resistance.

"...Huh?"

But she wasn't cut. Not even a single strand of her hair.

She looked down at her unharmed body pitifully, then raised her head to look at him again,

But he had already coldly turned his back on her, as if she was no longer of any concern to him, and was walking away.

"Allen."

"Yes, Father."

"Take Aria to her room and lock her in. Cut off all external communication."

"Yes."

"..."

Her brother, Allen Reinhardt, who had been standing there in his silver armor, approached her, supported her arm, and helped her to her feet.

"...Are you alright?"

"...Big brother, what do you think about all this?"

"..."

"Am I the strange one? Am I overreacting...?"

"..."

"Before being the head of the family or a duke, he's our father and a human being..."

"..."

"But... why...?"

"...Let's go, Aria."

"..."

"...For now... let's just go."

*Trudge, trudge*—
The sound of their footsteps could be heard.

The sound of their footsteps moving toward the already setting sun.

***

"Hey, you should try to calm down..."

"I can't do that."

Though I hear a voice trying to stop me from behind, my footsteps don't halt.

No, I didn't want them to.

"Well... I hate to say this, but we are looking for her too..."

"..."

"You're supposed to receive your title tomorrow... directly from His Majesty the Emperor..."

Her words trailed off, but my pace remained unchanged.

I look around, searching for an exit.
An exit from this long corridor.

I wanted to break through any wall and go outside to search,

But the precious paintings and beautiful carpets that caught my eye occasionally kept my sanity in check.

This is the Royal Palace, I reminded myself. I need to cool my head. At the very least, I shouldn't cause a disturbance here.

"If you keep this up... rumors spread in an instant... even if it's about your sister, you should calm down a bit..."

"Calm down?"

My arm swings toward her,
And something falls with a rustling sound.

Her pink hair fluttering in the air.

She pulled back belatedly,
But she must know as well.

If I had struck just a bit deeper,
She would be dead now.

"If you're not going to help personally,
Then please just keep your mouth shut."

"Haha... you really are fast, aren't you?"

"And stop following me around chattering.
It's annoying and irritating."

I wouldn't have been this harsh with anyone else,
But she's not a stranger.

She's my only sister in this life,
My family.

I wanted to protect her.
Just this once.

"...Sigh, fine."

"...?"

She approaches me again from behind
And grabs my shoulder.

With one hand on my shoulder
And the other pressed against her forehead,
She looks somehow resigned.

"Tsk, the Charlot family will do our best to search for her... so you stay here."

"What nonsense—"

"Or do you have another option?
Some brilliant way to find that child?"

"..."

"You don't, right? So let us handle it.
In exchange, you stay here... how about it?"

"...Why?"

"If you're not here tomorrow...
His Majesty's plans might be disrupted."

"..."

"Don't worry too much. We have some ideas where to look.
Besides, they probably won't kill her right away."

Her tone suggested she was trying to reassure me, saying if they had intended to kill her immediately, they wouldn't have bothered kidnapping her.

"..."

"What do you think?"

It was just that kind of expression,
That kind of tone.

Ch.109 - Side Story: After That Conversation
The click-clack sound of heels echoed loudly through the corridor.

The once-lengthy palace hallway was now filled with nothing but that single sound, which showed no signs of stopping.

"Ah... seriously... I hate searching for things like this..."

Thanks to the sun that had long since set, the interior of the royal palace was steeped in darkness.

Under the chandelier lights that brightly illuminated the darkness, there was always the deep shadow of a woman.

Her pink hair, which hadn't lost its color even in this darkness, caught the eye.

"Should I have assigned someone to watch her back then?"

The image of a woman appeared in her mind.

The noble daughter of the Reinhardt family with flowing black hair and burning red eyes.

The image of her boldly revealing all her family's shameful secrets in front of everyone.

That dignified appearance remained in her mind, refusing to be forgotten.

That's why she couldn't have imagined it—that such a woman would be in danger.

*It's my mistake too... Even with our staff shortage, I should have assigned someone to her.*

No matter that she was a duke's daughter, she should have realized that once the girl had exposed her family's secrets, she was essentially cut off from her family's protection.

And she should have realized that a young mage of her caliber would be coveted anywhere.

Mages are worth money.
More precisely, it's not the mages themselves but the mana they control.

Whatever it might have been like in the past, in the current era, mana itself is an energy source, a measure of strength, and proof of one's status.

She should have known that the sheer amount of mana that young mage possessed would be enough to make her a target for others.

*Well, as an additional factor... she's objectively beautiful, so there would be many who'd covet her.*

The beautiful black hair and lovely face—whoever she took after—flashed through her mind, and the more she thought about it, the more anxious she became.

*I hope it's not too late already?*

Because of the memories still deeply embedded in her mind from the past.

***

House Charlote.

One of the four great houses and the family responsible for managing all the dark aspects of the Empire.

*"Lord Duke, here's a letter..."*

*"Hmm? Bring it here."*

One day, a letter was delivered there. A suspicious letter with no sender listed.

*"..."*

*"Lord Duke?"*

*"It seems I need to go out for a while."*

Once again, the contents of the letter were far from pleasant.

It was about a series of disappearances that had been causing a stir throughout the Empire recently.

The letter requested that they quickly resolve the issue of numerous women vanishing from all over the Empire.

Naturally, House Charlote had no choice in the matter.

They were faithful servants who served only the Imperial family.

*"Are the preparations complete?"*

*"Yes, Lord. Almost all the men are waiting for your orders."*

Commonly known as hounds.
Or the dark side of the sun.

The soldiers belonging to House Charlote emerged from the shadows.

To faithfully carry out the orders given by the Imperial family.

*"Daddy... where are we going...?"*

*"...!"*

*"L-Lord?"*

*"...Let's depart."*

But today, something was different.

Someone who should never have been there was among them.

Sino Charlote, the precious only daughter of House Charlote.

She was holding the family head's hand tightly, standing there while yawning.

*"Lord, are you sure this is alright? Taking the young lady to such a place..."*

*"She will face this someday... It might be better for her to learn about it now, with me."*

*"..."*

*"To understand what rests in our hands."*

Sino Charlote, the only daughter of House Charlote, was still very young at that time.

As the heir to this family, she was destined to take over these duties someday, but the family members had been raising her in the light rather than the shadows, believing she was still too young.

However, thinking it wouldn't be bad for her to gain experience early, her father began taking her along personally.

*"We've confirmed the identities of all the women."*

*"...This is serious."*

Finally, they arrived at a place where hell had unfolded.

A hell filled with the smell of death, too terrifying for the young girl.

Finding the women didn't take long.

House Charlote, with the Empire's best intelligence network, had begun hunting in earnest.

Perhaps it was only natural that they found the culprits' base so easily.

*"What is this?"*

*"It's presumed to be a victim's arm."*

*"This withered, twisted thing?"*

*"Yes."*

However, even that short time must have been hellish for the victims.

The condition of the women, who had already breathed their last, was proof of that.

The victims all resembled mummies.

Their bodies looked as if all vitality had been completely drained from them, causing disgust to rise among those present.

*"Uweeek—"*

*"Someone go pat that fellow's back."*

*"Lord, perhaps we should take the young lady outside now..."*

*"It's fine... I've already used magic to shield her from the most disturbing sights."*

A pungent smell began to emanate from the stains scattered everywhere.

It was a pungent smell that most likely came from blood, but judging by the white stains mixed in, it didn't seem like all of it was bloodstains.

Probably traces of sexual acts.

Images of victims suffering terrible acts in this squalid, dark room automatically played in her mind.

*"Huu... huu... huaaang, Daddy... I'm scared..."*

She was so young and fragile then that she couldn't hold back her tears.

The family head carefully embraced his daughter, who was clinging to his pants and crying pitifully.

She couldn't remember everything he said to her then—she was too young.

But one thing. Just one thing she remembered clearly. Even now.

*"Our role is to prevent outcomes like this, my daughter."*

The incredibly sad expression on her father's face.

***

Perhaps because the old memory had surfaced, her mind became even more troubled.

Even though she knew she shouldn't, she kept superimposing those horrific scenes onto her.

Onto the girl with the striking black hair.

*If it were someone else, I might not care so much whether they lived or died, but...*

Unfortunately, that wasn't an option anymore. Her brother wouldn't stand for it.

She had thought their relationship with their family wasn't good, but his attitude this time was completely different.

She could feel his determination to find her no matter what.

*Didn't they actually dislike each other?*

She snapped her fingers once with a sharp sound.

In the long, empty corridor.

"You called, my lady."

"...You called."

Just like before, a dark sphere appeared behind her, and two men emerged from it.

Wearing black masks without a single hole for the face, and wrapped in black cloaks—two men with extremely contrasting builds.

"Uncle Ren, please find all traces of the Reinhardt family's noble daughter."

"I will obey your command, my lady. By when do you need this done?"

"Please investigate as quickly as you possibly can."

The moment she finished speaking, one of the men nodded and disappeared from the spot.

She didn't stop there and immediately turned her attention to the other man standing beside her.

"Uncle Rem."

"...Yes, my lady."

"Please investigate all those who specialize in human trafficking in this area."

"..."

"The criteria... I'd prefer those who have completed operations recently."

"...By when should this be completed?"

"For this... since it requires more time—"

Suddenly, a memory flashed through her mind.

The words she had shouted while trying to stop the black-haired boy who had been about to rush outside just a short while ago.

*"If necessary, I'll use our family's power to search for her, so please go back inside!"*

*"Alright, I get it... I'll do my best."*

*"But... there's a possibility we might not find her... Wait! Don't try to run out!"*

What about the title succession ceremony tomorrow? His Majesty the Emperor is personally bestowing the title. Do you want to be humiliated in front of all the nobles?

Despite trying to persuade him in countless ways, his black eyes remained unwavering.

They looked as if such things didn't matter to him at all.

*"..."*

Not sure how long his patience would last,

She couldn't guarantee it herself.

"...I'm sorry, but please do this as quickly as possible. As fast as you can."

"...Understood, my lady."

She had no choice but to issue an unreasonable order.

Even though she knew better than anyone how difficult it would be to fulfill this request.

Because she didn't want to antagonize the boy who had defeated a monster that even the Knight Commander found challenging.

"...But who on earth would have targeted that child?"

She deliberately didn't add "unfortunately" at the end. It wasn't her place to determine his treatment anyway.

*Well, as long as it wasn't our family!*

And nothing would change now anyway.

Ch.110 - Found It (1)
"Y-young master..?"

"..What's wrong, Ella."

"After the banquet... I was wondering if something bad happened to you..."

"...."

Her worried voice lingered in my ears, but my expression refused to soften.

One cheek raised, eyebrows furrowed—the unmistakable look of someone irritated.

Even though I was well aware of this fact, my expression wouldn't obey my will.

Despite thinking I shouldn't worry her, I maintained my sullen face.

"..It's nothing."

But I wanted to reassure her, even if it was just an empty promise.

I couldn't even be certain that something had happened to Aria yet.

With that small body of hers, she could produce a terrifying amount of magical power.

She wasn't someone who would be easily overpowered, no matter where she went.

*Please, let that be true...*

I felt pathetic clinging to this hope, but I had no choice.

If not for this, I would have rushed out right now, emperor's authority be damned.

Besides, the Sharlotte family had offered to help directly, so realistically, adding just my strength wouldn't help find her any faster.

If she could be found by adding just one more person, news would have certainly arrived by now.

All I could do was continue to wait for them anxiously, my legs shaking.

"If you say so... that's good, but young master... if something is bothering you... you can confide in me..."

She kept staring at my expression before trailing off and lowering her head.

Like someone without confidence.

I could see right through her thoughts.

She probably thought it was presumptuous for a mere servant like herself to step forward.

Without even knowing what my worries were.

"Um... well... that is..."

"..Hah."

Seeing her still hesitating and fumbling with her words,

I let out a deep sigh and slowly approached her.

"Y-young master?"

"Ella."

When I calmly placed my hand on her shoulder, her head immediately shot up.

Her trembling eyes told me just how startled she was.

Was my touch really that surprising?

"I really appreciate your concern... but I'm truly fine, so you can stop worrying."

"B-but..."

Thanking her for her concern was the truth.
Saying I was really fine was a lie.

These were sentences full of intent to reassure her.

*How could I possibly be calm when my sister has been kidnapped?*

"I... I just..."

But unfortunately, it didn't seem to work completely.

Perhaps she sensed that my words were half-truth and half-lie,

She wasn't easily convinced.
Her voice only carried sadness.

"I'm just... worried about you..."

The words "I'm worried about you" kept circling from her lips.

With her head bowed again after briefly raising it.

How should I put it?
She looked like a dejected puppy.

If she had ears, they would certainly be drooping downward,

And if she had a tail, it would be dragging on the ground.

Seeing her like that, I unconsciously placed my hand on the crown of her head.

"Y-young master?!"

"...."

Swish, swish,
Her hair passed between my fingers, brushing against them.

As I felt each strand of her beautiful silver hair getting tousled,

"Hnng... nngh..."

"...?"

Suddenly, something like a groan came from beneath my hand,

Surprised, I quickly looked down,

"..Ella?"

"I-it's because of you, young master...!"

I saw Ella with her face tightly covered by her hands, her ears turning red.

For a moment I was worried she might be in pain.

But it was simply because she was embarrassed.

"Ella."

"...!"

I removed my hand from her head and met her downcast gaze with mine.

Somehow her face seemed to redden even more, but
when it comes to reassuring someone, looking them in the eyes is best.

"It's okay, nothing bad will happen."

"...Really?"

"Yes, I'm fine. Truly, nothing bad will happen."

Perhaps seeing the unwavering look in my eyes,
she finally seemed somewhat relieved.

Indeed, it seems that small white lies do help in navigating life.

*I didn't want to lie, but I had no choice.*

"Hehe... Young master, I've prepared your bedding!"

I was truly glad she didn't notice my lie.

I didn't want to taint that pure smile with worry.

*She's already such a delicate person; I can't burden her with every little concern.*

"Oh, and young master—"

*I can only hope for news to arrive as soon as possible...*

I deliberately buried the rest of my words in my heart—that nothing bad should happen to her.

So that if news came that something had happened to her, I could explode immediately.

So I could rush out no matter who the opponent was.

Of course, it would be best for everyone if nothing had happened at all.

***

"...."

"Lady Aria, today's meal is—"

"I don't need it, please leave."

A beautiful woman's voice echoes from within a beautiful room.

A room filled with luxurious furniture that ordinary people could only dream of in their lifetime.

"..My lady, you've already skipped three meals... if you skip any more, your body will—"

"I said I'm fine, so leave."

A cold dismissal, contrasting with the beautiful atmosphere of the room, reverberates,

And only then does an elderly servant slowly back out through the door.

His hands full of glistening, appetizing food.

"..I didn't expect to be imprisoned here and still be fed regularly..."

The woman, suddenly left alone in this spacious room, slowly looks around.

Each window in the room was covered with layers of intricate magic circles,

And a black box placed on a distant bookshelf monitored her every movement.

Literally, this luxurious place was more like a windowless prison,

And its name was once the most comfortable and pleasant place,
the Reinhardt family mansion where she had stayed.

"..What do they hope to accomplish by keeping me locked up like this?
The rumors have already spread as far as they can go."

Though she kept muttering to herself,
there was no one in this room to answer her words.

A terribly quiet and lonely silence.

Before being consumed by that silence, she tried to move her body freely,
but even that wasn't possible.

Clank—

Because of the long iron chain shackled to her ankle.

"And they even put on these magic-sealing restraints..."

Today more than ever, she resented her own helplessness.

When others were learning to wield swords,
she slightly regretted her past self who had only studied magic.

*'My lady, I think you should complete your swordsmanship lessons today...'*

*'I have no talent for swordsmanship.
I don't want to invest in something hopeless.'*

*'...I understand, if that is your wish, my lady...'*

The memory of herself, believing only in her talent and investing only in that talent, came to mind.

If only she had picked up a sword even once back then and built up her strength.

What good was having abundant magical power?
What good was being skilled at handling mana?

What good was having magical skills far superior to her peers?

When she couldn't use her magic, her body immediately became useless.

Even now, clenching her fist tightly changed nothing.

With these delicate hands that probably couldn't even break a twig properly,
let alone wield a sword, there was nothing she could do without her magic.

All she could do was remain trapped here like a fish in a bowl.

That was the only thing she could do now.

It was pathetic.
This version of herself.

Until recently, she had been running around trying to clear her brother's name.

She had even anticipated what the family would do if she exposed their disgrace.

But with one moment of carelessness, she lost consciousness,
was kidnapped, and ended up imprisoned here.

It was unbearably pathetic.
This powerless version of herself.

That's why he seemed even more impressive,
and why she missed him even more.

The image of him, who never gave up and kept pushing forward with his modest talent,

Seemed especially impressive and missed today.

*I wonder what my brother is doing now...?
Does he know I'm gone...?*

Did he know she was missing,
or was he unaware she was gone at all?
Or perhaps he knew but chose not to look for her?

All sorts of thoughts began to slowly dominate her mind,

And unable to bear it any longer, she uttered just one word.

"..Brother"

A voice so small and thin that no one could hear it lingered in the air,

And darkness was always the kind of thing that specialized in finding such voices.

"..Found her."

Ch.111 - Found It (2)
"Hey... what the heck is that?"

"I... I don't really..."

"Good grief... what kind of procession is this so early in the morning..."

Considering that the sun hadn't yet reached its zenith, it was indeed quite early. Yet the marketplace was already bustling with activity, filled with all sorts of carriages crowding the streets from this early hour.

"Hey... is there some event happening today?"

"Now that you mention it, I think I heard something about a banquet at the Royal Palace..."

"What, a banquet...?"

Words that escaped one person's lips quickly found their way to another's ears, and soon this small piece of gossip spread throughout the crowd.

"A banquet, they say? It's obviously just something for those noble types to enjoy... oof!"

"Watch what you're saying, friend. You don't want to upset any high-ranking officials..."

"But has there been any reason to hold a banquet recently? With that Duke causing such a stir already..."

Banquets at the Royal Palace had always been rare occurrences. Such gatherings were essentially venues for nobles to strengthen their power and connections. For the imperial family, who continued to struggle against the nobility for power, there was absolutely nothing to gain from allowing their influence to grow stronger.

"The Emperor must know this too..."

A single voice came from inside an elegant white carriage made of visibly expensive materials. Though clearly the voice of a beautiful woman, there was something about it that sent chills down one's spine.

"What do you think, Isabella?"

Her voice swept over the young girl sitting obediently before her—her daughter with the strikingly blue hair.

"W-what?!"

Startled by the sudden address, she jumped like a frightened cat. Despite being mother and daughter, the girl seemed excessively tense.

"My goodness, there's no need to be so nervous. You can relax a little."

"Yes... Mother."

She had meant to ease the tension by patting her daughter's head, but this seemed to make the girl even more uncomfortable. As her mother stroked her hair, her eyes darted around nervously, like a frightened kitten.

*How cute, my daughter...*

"M-Mother, are we really going to the Royal Palace...?"

At her daughter's sudden question, she unconsciously withdrew her hand from the luscious blue hair she had been stroking.

"Why, is there something you don't like about it?"

"N-no, that's not it..."

Isabella couldn't bring herself to say that the reason for her extreme discomfort was the person sitting right in front of her. If others knew, they would criticize her for being uncomfortable around her own mother, but she truly didn't want to feel this way.

*I wish I could get along well with Mother like other people do, but...*

Just by lifting her gaze slightly, she could see her mother's face—completely devoid of any smile. Come to think of it, she always wore that expression. Even when Isabella had successfully cast her first spell, when she'd been admitted to the Academy with outstanding grades, or when she'd become the disciple of one of the Empire's most renowned masters—her mother's expression had always remained the same.

*I know Mother doesn't hate me, but still...*

Objectively speaking, she didn't think her mother disliked her. After all, she had just stroked her hair moments ago.

*But there's still... some distance between us...*

How could she not feel uncomfortable when there was such a gap between them—a gap that should never exist in a family relationship? Whether aware of her inner thoughts or not, her mother slowly began to speak, as if she had realized something.

"Ah, Isabella... I'm truly sorry about the marriage arrangement."

"W-what?!"

"Isn't that why you seem so uncomfortable?"

"Ah... well..."

Her mother had suddenly brought up a topic she hadn't expected at all. Yet even as she mentioned it, her mother's expression didn't look particularly pleased. Understandably so—from all appearances, their family had essentially been unilaterally rejected. And by the Reinhardt family, no less—the family her mother despised most.

"Tsk... I tried my best to maintain harmony between our families, but things turned out this way... I'm ashamed."

"N-no, Mother, you don't need to apologize—"

"I heard later that... you preferred Allen over that boy."

"..."

"It must have been an unwanted marriage."

Her mother's somewhat bitter gaze made Isabella extremely uncomfortable. Allen? Yes, she had certainly liked him—far more than she could compare to now. But what about now? Did she still like him?

*...*

She couldn't answer. She didn't know why, but she just couldn't answer.

"My lady, we've nearly arrived at the Royal Palace."

"Yes, I understand."

The coachman's voice broke the uncomfortably long silence, and only then could Isabella finally exhale the breath she'd been holding, trying desperately to ignore the discomfort in her heart.

***

"I found her."

Those were the words that burst from Charlotte's mouth as she barged into Jenison's room first thing in the morning. Without any preamble or explanation, yet those three words were enough to explain everything.

"Where is she?"

And those three words were enough reason for Jenison to act. His eyes gleamed black—like a dark swamp filled with murderous intent. Those beautiful yet dangerous black eyes that sent chills down the spine of anyone who saw them were now fixed on Charlotte.

"Um, could you promise me just one thing?"

"I believe I already kept my promise by not running off yesterday."

"Well, yes, but... c-could you just... one more time?"

"..."

*Ugh, can't you just agree once!*

Did he know who was standing before him? The daughter of Duke Charlotte, who had never bowed her head to anyone and instead made others bow to her. The notorious daughter of Duke Charlotte, who cleaned up all the trash in the Empire under the protection of the imperial family. The woman who led ghosts living in the shadows to carry out purges.

All these were titles and nicknames of Sino Charlotte.

*And here I am, cooperating with him in every way possible... this is really too much—*

"...I'll hear you out. Assuming Aria's safety isn't at risk."

"Oh, really? Really?"

"But first, let's move somewhere else. There are people who shouldn't hear this."

"Ah... okay, fine..."

Though it wasn't a request a commoner should make to a duke's daughter, she gladly accepted his proposal. She was grateful that he would even listen to her suggestion.

*When family might be in danger, I should be thankful he's giving me this much time.*

"So what did you want to say?"

"Well, first of all, I did find your sister."

"Where is she? Is she safe? Are there any other problems with her situation—"

Questions poured out like machine gun fire as soon as her sister was mentioned. He clearly cared for her more than she had thought—even more than she had imagined.

"Uh... could you calm down a bit?"

"...I apologize. Please continue."

"Well... I found the people who kidnapped her and discovered where she is."

"...Then what's the problem? We just need to go in and rescue her—"

"Because she's been taken to a place where even we can't enter freely."

His black pupils definitely widened, if only slightly. He must be surprised. After all, there were almost no places in the Empire that the Charlotte ducal family couldn't access.

"...You're saying it's impossible even with the backing of your ducal house?"

"Yes, they absolutely won't let us in."

"...Tell me where it is."

His wavering pupils once again fixed on her—eyes that seemed to say he would cut her down to find out if she wouldn't tell him.

"...No, I can't tell you."

"..."

"W-wait, just calm down...!"

"..."

"I'm not doing this on purpose... I just know you'll rush out the moment you hear it!!"

"..."

"She hasn't been harmed at all, so we can go after the banquet ends and it won't be too late... eek!!"

His arm suddenly swung toward her, and she clearly heard the sound of a blade cutting through the air. Though she noticed the movement, it was much faster than she had anticipated. Even as she quickly jerked her body backward, she couldn't be certain she had avoided it.

"...?"

"...Can you guarantee it?"

But there was no pain. He had stopped his attack right in front of her body.

"...Huh?"

"Can you stake everything you have on the fact that she is not in danger?"

Was it because of his black puppet? The blade, gleaming in the light, looked especially blue today.

"...Yes, I can guarantee it."

It was half a gamble. Despite rumors that Duke Reinhardt was a cold-blooded man without blood or tears, she hoped he wouldn't be depraved enough to harm his own daughter. She bet everything on that hope—to survive.

"If anything happens to Aria... I will kill you by any means necessary."

"Uh, yeah... that's fine."

As soon as he finished speaking, he turned his back on her and returned to his room. At the same time, her legs, which had been standing just fine until now, gave way.

"Ugh... that crazy bastard... what the hell was that...!"

Once again, she realized—this was someone she shouldn't mess with carelessly.

Ch.112 - The Beginning Of The Banquet (1)
Beautiful music echoed softly through the red ballroom as people began to tilt their glasses in their own ways.

"Hohoho, hello... madam, I'm not sure if you remember me..."

"Haha, then we'll decide to handle this matter this way... and next..."

"My lady, would you care to dance with me..."

From ancient times, banquets had always been meeting grounds for nobles. A place where business discussions flowed alongside talks of connections and power. Even the simple act of offering someone a drink carried meaning at such gatherings.

"Saintess, please come with me to a quieter place where we can talk..."

"Saintess, would you consider visiting my territory sometime..."

"Oh my... aren't you the Saintess? Perhaps you could attend my tea party next time..."

And now, among these distinguished nobles, a woman was receiving all kinds of invitations. Unlike her usual black nun's habit, she wore beautiful pure white clothes with a flowing veil that caught the eye.

Saintess Hildegard.

She had now made her appearance at the banquet.

"My... she truly possesses the rumored beauty..."

"I heard she's quite young... I can't imagine how beautiful she'll be when fully grown..."

"Indeed... even glimpsing through the veil... I could tell her appearance is extraordinary."

The fact that she, who normally never showed herself at any gathering, had appeared here today caused quite a stir. Some simply praised her appearance, trying to commit her image to memory.

*If I could just invite the Saintess to my tea party... my reputation in social circles would soar.*

*I've heard she doesn't enjoy gatherings... but since she's here, perhaps there's a chance...*

*If I could just promote our guild's products to the Saintess... sales might skyrocket!*

Others tried desperately to cling to her for their own benefit. Of course, such people were stopped by the holy knights surrounding her before they could even approach.

"How dare you lay hands on me?! Do you know who I am to dare...!"

"...It's for the Saintess's safety. I ask for your understanding, Marquis Jonathan."

*...Ugh, this is really tiring...*

But that didn't reduce the fatigue the Saintess was experiencing. From the beginning, she didn't appreciate being surrounded by so many people. Even at the Academy, she often escaped to the infirmary because she disliked people crowding around her.

*...Those people over there visited the church recently to promote their guild.*

Moreover, the people gathering around her now each had their own agenda. In other words, they were people with burning desires. If she had been eager to avoid even Academy students who approached with admiration and goodwill, there was no way she wanted to deal with people with protruding bellies or fluttering mustaches.

"...Tern, I want to rest for a while."

"Understood, Saintess. I'll escort you to the VIP room immediately."

In the end, she chose avoidance. She decided to escape this place under the excuse of physical fatigue. It might seem strange that the Saintess, who could heal any wound if she wished, would claim to be unwell.

But what could they do? She said she was unwell.

"Ah... S-Saintess...!"

"Step aside. Do you dare block the Saintess's path?"

A woman to whom even the Pope, rumored to be the church's ruler, spoke formally in official settings. That woman was the Saintess.

If she said she wanted to rest, who would dare stop her?

"N-no... I hope you recover soon..."

"B-but, Father! To leave without any achievement is...!"

"Be quiet... please...!"

Nobles who weren't even dukes couldn't voice their complaints openly, even if they had them. In the end, they had to let her go with the feeling of dogs who had lost their chase.

"S-Saintess, I haven't finished—"

"Please step aside. We must escort the Saintess."

"...Hey, I'm in the middle of talking with the Saintess, so know your place and..."

Of course, there were some who acted recklessly and rudely, but it didn't matter.

"Gack...!"

"Right now, the Saintess's safety is our top priority."

"W-what are you doing...!"

"And the Saintess has stated she's feeling unwell."

"Ugh..."

"...Do you have anything else to say?"

Such people quickly tucked their tails between their legs after tasting the might of the holy knights behind her. They had rushed in for their honor and connections, only to be marked by the surrounding nobles.

"Tsk, what's that fellow's name and family? I should quickly sever ties with a house that has such a fool..."

"How dare he block the Saintess's way when she's feeling unwell? Is that acceptable?"

"...It might be best to ignore that fellow's family for a while..."

Along with the title of fools who dared to approach the unwell Saintess and were driven away.

"Saintess, are you alright? Did your condition worsen during that time...?"

"N-no, I'm fine. Let's just hurry back to the room..."

"Understood. I'll escort you right away."

Ignoring the regretful gazes pouring from around her, the Saintess left the banquet hall and entered her room. As soon as she entered, she collapsed onto the bed.

"Ah... really, I absolutely hate places with too many people..."

"Saintess... you should maintain your dignity..."

"What does it matter? It's just you and me here, Tern..."

She threw off her fluttering veil and rolled around on the bed. Her complete lack of dignity only increased the headache of her guardian knight, Tern.

"Saintess, even if it's fine now, if you show such behavior in front of others later—"

"...Tern, when can I go back? Why was I even called to this banquet in the first place..."

"I told you, you need to bestow a blessing on the person inheriting the title today."

At his indifferent answer, the Saintess puffed her cheeks instead of replying. So much that someone might mistake her for having three faces if they saw her.

"Does that make any sense?!"

"What do you mean?"

"A high bishop would be more than enough for this job, right?"

"Yes."

"Then why specifically call me... knowing what it means when the Imperial Family summons me."

"..."

"The Pope is the same. He's the one who barged into the palace to negotiate, so why suddenly..."

Having finished speaking, she continued to puff her cheeks as she recalled yesterday's events.

*"Um... Pope, about that letter...?"*

*"Ah, yes. Just go as planned tomorrow."*

*"W-what? Wait, Pope... no, Dad?!"*

*"Haha, go and do well."*

Instead of news that he had handled it smoothly, she remembered his seemingly sly smile. It almost looked like he was saying he knew everything, so not to worry.

*...Sigh, no matter how I think about it, I came for nothing...*

[That's not true, child.]

"Eh...?!"

A voice echoed in her mind as she lay on the bed with her face buried in the blanket. The voice of the one she had continuously worshipped, believed in, and never doubted.

"G-Goddess...!"

"...?"

"N-nothing..."

[...You're still the same, child.]

Her small, involuntary cry drew Tern's puzzled gaze briefly, but she had no time to worry about such things now. The one she served had personally addressed her.

*G-Goddess, why are you speaking to me...?*

[Child, I lack virtue and have a favor to ask of you.]

*I-I will serve you, please!*

[Please don't ignore him when he asks for your help...]

*...What?*

[...]

*G-Goddess? Um...*

The voice left after saying something incomprehensible. The Saintess's mind was thrown into confusion by the voice that had come suddenly and departed just as abruptly.

*...Who's going to ask for my help? When...? At this banquet...?*

"Saintess, it's almost time for you to make your appearance."

"Oh... is it that time already?"

"Yes, I just heard that Duke Reinhardt has passed through the palace gates."

"..."

"He was the last one, so His Majesty will likely appear soon, along with that person."

She didn't need to see to know who "that person" referred to. It must be the one His Majesty had personally said he would bestow a title upon today.

*...I've heard it's extremely rare for His Majesty to personally bestow a title.*

Whoever it was, she thought they must be truly remarkable. Otherwise, His Majesty wouldn't move personally. The one who was once known for never letting his sword dry of blood.

"...Hmm, come to think of it, I heard that person also returned to the Empire recently..."

"Who are you referring to, Saintess?"

"Ah... um... that person, you know!"

"...I'm not sure who you're talking about."

"...Never mind."

Dong— Dong—

The bell rang out. The sound announcing the official start of the banquet.

"Saintess, let's get ready."

"Alright... let's finish this quickly and go."

She let out a deep sigh as she rose from the bed. Little did she know how long this banquet would actually last.

Ch.113 - The Beginning Of The Banquet (2)
Tap, tap, tap—
The sound of someone walking down the long palace corridor echoes.

Heavy, firm footsteps of leather soles.

The sound blends with the laughter emanating from the banquet hall.

"Yawn... if the banquet starts soon, I can finish my work too—ack!"

"...Working hard, I see."

When the owner of those footsteps finally reached the entrance of the banquet hall, everyone's attention began to shift toward the doorway.

"L-Lord Reinhardt has arrived!"

It was indeed a name worthy of such attention—the owner of those heavy footsteps.

Tap, tap, tap—
The sound echoes once more.

Those heavy, hollow footsteps.

"L-Lord, you've arrived... haha!"

"My Lord, regarding the trade between our houses, I was wondering if I might ask your thoughts..."

"Oh my... Lord Reinhardt? What brings you to grace us with your presence—"

No matter what strange rumors might be circulating, he was still a duke.

And not just any duke—one of the four great houses representing the empire.
What does this mean?

That his power isn't so weak as to be shaken by mere rumors.

"My Lord, our house has always followed and supported you, as always!"

"My Lord, my father also said his loyalty to House Reinhardt remains unchanged... please."

Just look at them now.
Nobles swarming around him like ants.

See how they ignore the widely circulated rumors.

*Haha, such rumors always disappear quickly anyway!*

*If I think about the future, I should build goodwill now while I can.*

*Whether those rumors are true or not, there aren't many who can say anything against him anyway!*

Most people gathered in this banquet hall were probably thinking along these lines.

Indeed, countless people were stealing glances at him as he walked from afar.

They were just hesitant to approach him directly because rumors were still rumors.

But even those remaining people would approach him soon enough.

Right now, they were just busy watching each other's reactions.

It would be too wasteful to sever connections with the duke's family over mere rumors.

"Haha, My Lord... perhaps you might visit our territory sometime..."

"What are you saying? The Duke promised to visit our trading company..."

"My Lord, how is the Duchess doing? I was wondering if I might offer some specialties from our territory..."

Just as expected.
Nobles rushing in like a pack of dogs.

Now they seem to have abandoned even the pretense of watching each other.

"My Lord, if it's not too presumptuous, might I discuss something with you—"

*How pathetic, these creatures without dignity or honor.*

The noble with an excessively curled mustache opened his mouth with confidence.

Looking at him, Duke Reinhardt's first thought was "impudence."

Creatures busy adorning their shells, having abandoned all dignity and class.

Wretches who would be grateful just to keep their bellies warm, let alone uphold family honor.

In fact, this was his assessment of most nobles.

It was an evaluation that suggested the current nobility had become utterly corrupt,

But it also reflected Duke Reinhardt's excessively harsh standards.

In reality, he thought that except for a very small number of individuals, it was shameful to share the title of nobility with such people.

"...You're late again, coming by yourself?"

"Ack!"

"L-Lord Duke!"

Perhaps it was due to his distinctive build, visible even from a distance.

From afar, she appeared.

One of the four great houses. No, the head of the family known to be the most skilled in magic among all houses,

A woman who slowly approached him as soon as he arrived at the banquet hall.

Duchess Renuel, that is.

"...Ha, you look well. Unlike the rumors going around."

"...What?"

Of course, her reason for seeking him out had little to do with romantic feelings.

If one had to define her purpose... it would probably be mockery and condemnation.

I don't know how the situation came to this, but she was here to tell him how amusing his predicament was.

"Why, was there something incorrect in what I said?"

"...Melissa, that's enough. I won't be able to tolerate any more than this."

Displeased, he revealed a slight hint of fighting spirit toward her,

But she, unwilling to back down, responded by boiling her mana to match him.

"Since when have we been on a first-name basis, Reinhardt?"

"..."

"You might as well just call me Renuel. Using my first name... it gives me goosebumps."

As she repeatedly rubbed her arm as if truly disgusted,

His fist clenched tightly once more,

But then he sighed deeply and suppressed his rising fighting spirit.

Further conflict would only damage both their families' reputations.

"...Sigh, what are you picking a fight about today? I'm not in a good mood right now, so unless—"

"Huh? Are you genuinely asking because you don't know?"

But she seemed to have no intention of backing down.

Even now, she was continuing to raise her mana to another level.

"...?"

"Whether the rumors about you circulating in the streets are true or not, I don't care."

"..."

"Although as a parent myself, I thought it was too much, but that's someone else's business after all."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes, why should I care as long as it doesn't harm my family?"

It was true.

Melissa, full name Melissa Quinn Renuel.

As the female head of her family, she truly didn't care much about those rumors.

She was already busy enough protecting her family in a place with many restrictions for women.

However, if these rumors were true, there was something she needed to address.

Very clearly.

"If those rumors are true, you'd better be prepared."

"...Why? As you said, this is our family matter, not yours."

"Isabella's engagement is my family's business."

At that moment, the Duke's eyebrows trembled ever so slightly,

And her sharp eyes didn't miss that subtle change.

"If the rumors are true, you intended to make that child like that from the beginning?"

"..."

"Making it seem like there were problems with that child's character and abilities from the start."

"...That's right."

"And you tried to engage such a child to my daughter?"

The quantity and quality of mana emanating from her increased another level.

Enough that nobles nearby began to quietly slip away.

"Something seemed off. I should have realized it when that child behaved in ways he never would."

"..."

"Well, I won't criticize your methods, as you must have had your own reasons."

"..."

"But if you were going to raise that child as a Delinquent, you shouldn't have pushed for an engagement with my daughter..."

"..."

"No wonder you strongly opposed the engagement with the older one..."

"..."

"You were planning to use that child as a disposable card to form ties with our family?"

"..."

"How arrogant, you presumptuous old man..."

As she finished speaking, her pupils turned a deep blue.

A sign she was about to use mana.

The moment those blue eyes appeared, he drew his blade from its scabbard without hesitation.

With a speed that suggested he'd been waiting for just this moment.

"Wouldn't your family need to make at least that much sacrifice to form ties with mine?"

"...You have the nerve to say that."

"Don't state the obvious."

A vision like sparks seemed to flicker in both their eyes,

As they gathered their energies as if intending to end it in a single strike.

One side gathering a red blade aura filled with mana,
The other pure blue mana itself.

"Eek!"

"W-we should escape while we can...!"

"S-surely you two wouldn't fight in a place like this? Hahaha..."

While other nobles worried about getting caught in the aftermath,

Someone began walking slowly toward the two who were facing off.

"That's enough, everyone."

A man with pink hair and beard that reminded one of someone.

A middle-aged man of neither too large nor too small a build.

"...Don't interfere."

"Yes, this is between our families."

Naturally, these two weren't the type to listen just because he tried to stop them,

But their opponent possessed enough power to stop them both.

"...What are you doing?"

"Hmm? If you won't stop, I'll have to make you stop by force."

"Look here, Charlotte. I don't know why you're suddenly interfering, but this—"

"I have plenty of reasons to interfere."

Saying this, he took a sip from his wine glass and extended his finger.

He pointed toward those high stairs.

"He'll be arriving soon.
We can't make a scene, can we?"

"...What do you—"

"His Imperial Majesty has arrived!!"

With that resounding announcement, almost everyone in the banquet hall bowed their heads.

All toward one person.

"Haha, it's been a while, everyone.
Though I've seen some of you recently."

"""We behold the Empire's Sun!!"""

The master of the empire, of noble solar lineage.
Siegfried Frabel had finally made his appearance.

"..."

"Hey, what's wrong with you?"

"Are you insane?"

Behind him, he was leading a pitch-black boy.

Ch.114 - The Beginning Of The Banquet (3)
As soon as I finished my conversation with Sino Charlotte, I went back into the room.

It wasn't that I had anything else to do—I just felt uncomfortable there.

Of course, I was grateful that she had found information about Aria so quickly, but she wanted me to attend some title succession ceremony later.

What kind of thing is that to say to someone whose sibling has been kidnapped?

Anyway, as I grumbled my complaints, I opened the firmly closed door and entered the room.

"..."

"Greetings, Young Master."

"Greetings, Young Master."

"...What is this?"

The person welcoming me inside wasn't Ella.

Instead, there were several women with faces I'd never seen before.

All of them were wearing maid uniforms and carrying bundles of luggage in their hands.

As I stood there awkwardly, surprised by this sudden intrusion of women, a neatly groomed maid wearing glasses approached me from the front.

She slowly bowed her head to me.

"Greetings, Young Master Jenison."

"...Who are you?"

"We have come to you by His Majesty's orders."

"..."

"Since it was such an urgent matter, please forgive our rudeness for entering your room without permission."

As she said this, she bowed even deeper.

For someone like me, unlike other nobles, this sight was quite uncomfortable.

Having lived in the 21st century before, the class system was nothing but a relic of the past to me.

"...It's fine, please stand up."

"Thank you for forgiving our rudeness."

The woman straightened up immediately after I finished speaking, as if she had been waiting for it.

Her expression suggested she had expected me to react this way.

"Do you know where my attendant who was in this room is?"

"Ah, you mean the girl with silver hair?"

"Yes, where is she now?"

"You'll be able to see her again if you wait just a little while."

If I wait, I can see her again.

For a moment, I tried to think about what that meant, but my thoughts were interrupted by the women who had quietly approached behind me.

"Young Master, that's not what's important right now."

"...?"

"I will now explain why His Majesty sent us to you."

As soon as she finished speaking, she pulled out a piece of paper from her bosom.

After quickly scanning the densely written paper with her eyes, she pushed up her glasses and began to explain one by one what I needed to do.

Or more precisely, what I was going to "undergo."

"First, we need to decide on your attire."

"...?"

"Right now, the imperial tailors, designers, and various types of clothes are waiting in the hallway..."

"...Wait, what do you mean—"

"And bath attendants are also prepared, and considering the young master's age, we've prepared modest makeup—"

"Wait, hold on..."

"Young Master, we don't have much time right now. Please excuse our rudeness."

"No, I mean... I already have clothes that I've chosen—"

My words didn't resonate any further.

Before I could finish speaking, the women behind me began escorting me somewhere.

"Young Master, please excuse us."

"No, I'm trying to say I already have clothes that I've—"

"Considering your atmosphere and appearance, Young Master, I believe this outfit would suit you best."

"And if you have any preferences for accessories and jewels, we can prepare them separately—"

As I watched them enthusiastically recommending clothes and accessories while completely ignoring what I was saying, one thought kept crossing my mind:

"Young Master, how about this outfit? It might be a bit flowing, but for your—"

"Would you like to try on these earrings with these jewels—"

This is bad.
I don't think I can win when they won't listen to reason.

***

"Thank you for your patience, Young Master."

"..."

"Now that we've completed our tasks... we'll take our leave."

Too exhausted to respond, I just nodded as I saw them off.

As soon as they left, I was finally able to lie down on the bed.

*I didn't expect to spend all this time getting dressed up without a single break...*

Lying on the bed, I turned my head to see the clock hands had advanced considerably.

That meant a lot of time had passed.

And it also meant I had been getting dressed up that entire time.

"Well... it certainly seemed effective, but was all this really necessary..."

"Young Master, I'm coming in."

As I was observing my reflection in the mirror, I heard Ella's voice from outside the door.

The voice of the girl who had disappeared somewhere earlier.

"Ella, where have you been all this—"

"Y-Young Master..."

As I turned toward her voice, I could finally see her, and she was shrinking back slightly as if embarrassed about something.

Her appearance had changed dramatically from when I last saw her.

"...Ella, did they get you too?"

"Y-Yes..."

Her hair, which had been neat but rather dull before, now gleamed with a pristine shine, and instead of her usual maid uniform, she was wearing a beautiful dress.

A silver dress that matched her silver hair perfectly.

"Y-Young Master, this... this dress seems too luxurious for a mere attendant like me?"

"...It's probably also by His Majesty's order."

"W-What?!"

It's obvious they dressed her up thinking that the attendant of the Hero of the Great Forest shouldn't be looked down upon, but still... isn't this too much?

"Oh... oh no, how much do these clothes cost..."

"Probably more than three years of your salary, Ella."

"Hieeeek!"

Just look at her now.

Far from admiring her beautiful appearance, she's thinking about how to return these clothes without damaging them.

And considering the jewels hanging from her dress are clearly valuable, it's obvious that all of this must be quite burdensome for her.

"Ella, try to calm down a bit."

"B-But, Young Master... this really doesn't seem like something I should be wearing—"

"...I'm sorry, Ella, but you'll have to wear that outfit."

"What?!"

"Didn't I just tell you? This is also by the Emperor's order."

The master of the Empire has bestowed excessive grace upon a mere attendant.

And without any conditions—purely out of goodwill.

"So if you cause problems by not wearing this outfit..."

"...It could be considered disrespecting His Majesty's goodwill?"

"That's right."

Upon hearing my words, her legs gave out and she collapsed on the spot.

She looked as if her soul had left her body.

Perhaps the excessive pressure had caused her mind to deny reality.

"Young Master, it's time for you to leave."

"...I understand, I'll go right away."

But I didn't even have time to wake her up.

Just now, I had received a signal that the last guest for the banquet had arrived.

As I opened the door, the Emperor's back came into view.

"Hmm, it seems you had a good time. Did you like the gift I sent?"

"...I'm grateful for Your Majesty's kindness."

"Haha, there's no need for that. It was just my goodwill."

His sly smile and trembling red beard.

It was an annoying smile that seemed to say he knew exactly what I'd been through.

"Hmm... but your impression has certainly changed quite a bit."

"...Has it?"

"Yes, quite significantly."

...That much?
Sure, my appearance had changed, but I thought it was just that my dark circles had faded a bit and my face looked a little more lively.

"Well, don't be surprised when you see the ladies' reactions later, hahaha!"

"..."

"Let's go forward."

Just like before, there was a long red carpet stretching down the corridor.

Beautiful golden light poured out from the exit directly ahead.

"His Imperial Majesty has arrived!!!"

With a loud announcement declaring the Empire's sun had appeared, the light pouring from the exit slowly took shape.

The light from the chandeliers on the ceiling and the people bowing their heads below.

It felt like I had entered another world.

"..."

"..."

At least until I saw the face of the only man not bowing his head.

A man with a face too familiar.
He didn't say anything.

He just kept staring at the Emperor.
Or more precisely, at me.

People around him began trying to stop his incredibly rude behavior, but he still kept his head held high.

As if he were entranced by something.

*I really hope I'm not the target of that gaze.*

"...Duke Reinhardt, do you not intend to bow your head to me?"

Only after the Emperor, who had been watching him, finally spoke did the man's head finally drop.

With a small grinding sound of teeth.

Ch.115 - The Real Banquet Begins
*Crunch, crackle*—

A sound that some might mistake for bones breaking.

A sound that would naturally repulse any human was coming from just one person.

'....'

The large hand that had been gripping a sword handle just moments ago was now trembling as a clenched fist.

His usually expressionless mouth, which had always maintained its immobility, was now quivering continuously as if expressing his burning rage.

Yes, even now as he reluctantly bowed his head.

"...Well, all of you may raise your heads."

When the Emperor, who had been visibly displeased with the Duke's behavior, finally gave permission to look up,

He still couldn't raise his head.

"...Duke Reinhardt, why have you been refusing to properly comply with my orders?"

Even as the Emperor's expression crumpled more and more as he looked down at him from above,

He still couldn't raise his head.

"...Hey, are you truly insane? What's wrong with you?"

"If you wish to die... I'd prefer you do it alone."

Even as the other dukes continued to scold and criticize him,

He still couldn't raise his head.

'Not now...I can't!'

His expression was so clearly distorted that even he himself could tell.

"...Reinhardt, I'll ask one last time. Why won't you raise your head?"

The Emperor, unable to bear it any longer, slowly began to descend the high steps,

And simultaneously, everyone fell silent.

It was subtle but unmistakable—the red aura emanating from behind the Emperor.

'Oh no, this is bad... His Majesty seems truly angered.'

'That madman Reinhardt, why is he acting like this again? Seriously!'

The previously bustling atmosphere in the hall now seemed like an illusion,

And no one dared to step forward in this frigid atmosphere.

'Damn... that Reinhardt... he hasn't completely lost his mind, has he?'

'...The Duke falling out of favor with His Majesty was unexpected... what should we do?'

'If His Majesty completely dismisses the Duke here... the future of my trading company...'

Even those who had been flattering the Duke with honeyed words just moments ago felt the same way.

None of them were loyal enough to step forward in this atmosphere.

Besides, if they carelessly intervened and upset the Emperor?

They had approached the Duke for the sake of their families and futures.

What use would that be if they fell out of favor with the Emperor?

They wouldn't even be able to remain in this country.

"Reinhardt, do you truly take my words so lightly?"

The Emperor, having descended the stairs, stopped before him.

With his red aura now distinctly different from before.

"Answer me, Reinhardt."

"..."

"Your answer will determine the fate of the Reinhardt family."

At the Emperor's thinly veiled threat, everyone in the hall momentarily turned their heads toward him.

They understood all too well what his words meant.

'What... did His Majesty just say?'

'Does that mean... he'll dismiss the Duke's family?'

'...Is he planning to bring all authority back to the imperial family?'

Of course, there had been families that fell out of imperial favor before.

Historical records showed that numerous families had been exterminated for offending emperors throughout history.

However...

"Come to think of it, the imperial family has never properly confronted a Duke's family."

"..."

"There was no justification, and as long as you didn't provoke the imperial family first, it didn't matter."

"..."

"But what is this attitude now?"

"..."

"Not properly following my orders and making me repeat myself..."

"..."

"Would it be unreasonable to consider this a challenge to my authority and that of the imperial family, Duke?"

The Emperor's ice-cold tone cut like blades rushing toward the Duke,

And only then did the Duke slowly raise his head.

His heavy head, which had been immovable until just now.

"...Ha, your head seems quite heavy, Duke."

"I apologize for my rudeness, Your Majesty. Please forgive this unworthy one."

At the Duke's apology, the Emperor's eyes trembled slightly but noticeably.

Out of pure bewilderment and surprise.

'Hmm... even someone like you knows how to swallow your pride in such a situation?'

Given that he was famously proud of his honor,

The fact that he was now belittling himself and begging for forgiveness

Meant that the Emperor had essentially lost his justification to press him further.

Well, he could certainly forgive the hands trembling with shame.

"I will send a letter to your family later to inform them of the disposition of this matter."

"...Understood, Your Majesty."

"If it were up to me, I would decide your fate right here and now, but..."

The Emperor trailed off, turning his body and lifting his head.

Toward the black-haired boy still awkwardly standing on the stairs.

"Since today is a good day... I'll let it pass. Thank that child."

"...Your grace... is immeasurable."

Having finished speaking, the Emperor turned away, seemingly satisfied, and left the place.

*Crunch*—
Ignoring the sound echoing in his ears.

***

...This feels unbearably awkward.

Ella said she had to go somewhere else and left halfway,

And the Emperor who had dragged me here went somewhere else, leaving me on these stairs,

So all I could do was stand quietly in place.

"...Who is that boy, coming from the same place as His Majesty?"

"Hmm... that black hair and black eyes... I feel like I've seen them somewhere..."

"Perhaps that child is... no, never mind. It's not certain."

All while enduring the piercing gazes of these nobles.

I suddenly understood how rare animals in a zoo must feel,

And just as I was starting to get used to these sticky gazes,

The Emperor began walking slowly toward me again.

"Everyone present at this gathering."

The Emperor's voice amplified, echoing throughout the hall.

As if he were using a microphone.

"Are you enjoying the banquet?"

Who would dare to deny it when the host himself asked such a question?

Rather, the typical response would be to flatter and praise, saying it was truly enjoyable.

The Emperor seemed to know this as well,

As he didn't bother to dwell on the nobles' uniform reactions.

"Well... I did invite you all here for my banquet, but..."

"...?"

"In truth, there's another reason I gathered you all in one place."

As soon as the Emperor finished speaking, various reactions erupted from the nobles.

An old man who seemed to have expected this, preparing for whatever the Emperor might say next,

A man who apparently knew nothing, dropping the food he had been enjoying until just now,

And beside them, Isabella, elegantly tilting her wine glass...

'...Isabella?'

"That reason... you will soon find out."

Simultaneously, all the chandeliers in the hall began to magically illuminate one spot.

Like a spotlight.

"The Saintess and His Holiness the Pope are entering!!"

Announcing the arrival of those who symbolize purity and light.

***

"...Your Holiness, do I really have to go too?"

"Yes, this blessing must be bestowed by the Saintess herself."

"..."

Two voices conversing in the palace corridor.

The complaints of a woman wearing a veil like white lace could also be heard.

*Click, clack*—
The sound of high heels, rarely heard from her, echoed in the corridor,

And those shoes, as if custom-made for this day alone,

Were pure white, matching her white veil and robes.

"Hehe, is everyone who gambles dead? Just watching won't—oops!"

"S-Saintess?"

The guards who had been secretly playing cards in the corridor stood up abruptly and bowed,

But she and he passed by without paying them any mind.

"The Saintess and His Holiness the Pope are entering!!"

In an instant, everyone's attention in the hall focused on her.

On the woman dressed in pure white robes and veil, as if beauty itself had taken form.

'This kind of attention is really burdensome...'

The person in question was far from enjoying the attention and interest, finding it uncomfortable instead,

But soon reached the stage of resignation, accepting it as inevitable.

'The title of Saintess... is uncomfortable. Especially for someone like me.'

To avoid being conscious of the surrounding gazes, she closed her eyes tightly and stepped forward.

After all, if she concentrated her holy power in her eyes, she could move forward even with her eyes closed.

"Now that the Saintess has arrived... let me finally tell you why I called you all here."

One step, then another.
At last, she reached the Emperor's side,

And as the Emperor opened his mouth, her eyes flew open.

'...Huh?'

The first thing she saw upon opening her eyes was a pair of obsidian-like deep, dark eyes.

Along with matching black hair and his always haggard face.

"J-Jenison? Why are you here...?"

"A blessing for the young hero of the Empire!"

"W-What?!"

***

"Hmm... Reinhardt, that kid... your s—"

"..."

"...This doesn't seem like the time for conversation. Let's meet again later."

"...It's a lie."

"..."

"This is... impossible."

Ch.116 - Children Who Want To Win Against Their Parents
The succession ceremony ended much faster than I expected.

It was over after just a few words of blessing from the veiled Saintess's lips, a halo spreading behind her, and the Emperor tapping my shoulder a couple of times with a sword washed in water imbued with holy power.

"Jenison, in the name of I, Siegfried Frabel, I bestow upon you the title of Baron."

"..."

"Your strength shall be used for the Empire, and your loyalty must be directed toward me."

"..."

"Do you swear to this?"

"...I swear."

Aside from the somewhat cringeworthy exchanges between us, everything went fine. I wasn't particularly concerned about the title anyway. Right now, I was more worried about Aria's well-being. I planned to go find her as soon as this ceremony was over.

"Haha... So you're that student Jenison I've heard so much about... no, I should say Baron now?"

"Are you getting along well with my daughter? I should have recognized your true worth earlier and—"

"Let's get straight to the point. Would you perhaps consider forming a connection with our family—"

Yes, that was certainly my intention. At least until just a moment ago. Until all these nobles started swarming around me.

"Ahem, do you perhaps remember me? I saw you once when you were four years old..."

"My, you've grown up looking exactly as you did when I saw you at social gatherings before."

"Looking at you reminds me of the late Lady Reinhardt—"

A man spouting nonsense about seeing me when I was four, when I didn't even show my face in public then.

An elderly woman claiming she saw me at social gatherings I never attended.

A noblewoman mentioning my mother, who was so frail she had to stay in bed all day.

People I've never even met were gathering before me, requesting conversation.

"Haha... by the way, did His Majesty the Emperor perhaps tell you anything privately...?"

"There are some things I'd like to discuss with you separately... how about visiting my mansion sometime?"

"If it's not too presumptuous, I'd like to invite you to our family estate."

...This is burdensome. These nobles crowding around me like a pack of dogs.

I can see it in their eyes, filled with all sorts of desires, desperately trying to find some connection between me and the Emperor.

What was so appealing about this young man that he gained the Emperor's favor?

Did he perhaps use some special method?

Or is there something truly valuable about him?

It feels like the nobles' thoughts are flowing right into my mind.

*Even if you look at me like that, I haven't really done anything special.*

"Move aside."

"Hey, how dare you order—gah!"

"...Do you have a problem with that?"

"N-no, how could I possibly... disrespect Duke Reinhardt... haha."

That's when it happened.

The nobles crowding in front of me parted like the Red Sea before Moses.

And at the same time, a man's voice reached my ears.

"...It's been a while."

"..."

A deep voice that I wasn't particularly happy to hear.

***

As soon as Jenison was bestowed his title, nobles swarmed around him like stray dogs.

A man was watching them from a distance.

"..."

"Reinhardt, have you lost your mind? Why do you keep acting so out of character?"

The man slowly turned his head at the criticism coming from beside him, wearing that characteristically emotionless expression that showed neither joy nor sorrow.

"...Don't worry about it."

"I don't care about someone like you. Let's just continue what we were doing."

"..."

"This time I'll really hit you."

Once again, blue mana rose from Melissa's small body, directed at just one person.

But he didn't react at all. Truly, not at all.

Even as the brilliantly blue mana swirled around him, stimulating just by its presence, he took no action and simply kept looking elsewhere.

"What are you trying to do? Even if you take my attack, I won't forgive—"

"..."

"Hey... wait, where are you going? Hey!"

After much conversation, his body finally moved.

Not toward her, but toward the crowd of nobles in the distance.

"...There's a limit to how much you can ignore me."

Icicles sprouted behind her.

Icicles sharpened to resemble arrows.

"I don't know what's got you so distracted, but..."

And then they disappeared.
The icicle arrows that had been waiting to be fired vanished.

The mana dancing around her also disappeared,
and she slowly turned her back on him.

Because she had seen it.
Where he was heading.

And who was waiting at the end.

*I should at least let him finish this. Well, he'll probably be kicked out soon anyway.*

***

After the old men blocking my way were all cleared away, a long-forgotten regret came looking for me.

"...It's been a while."

"..."

With such a clichéd line.

The Duke's face, which I hadn't seen in a long time, hadn't changed much.

If anything, the difference was that I no longer had any expectations of him.

"...I've heard all the rumors about you."

"Is that so."

The same old gruffness, but with a tiny hint of warmth within it, which those around us seemed to notice, judging by their widened eyes.

"Do you resent me?"

A single question.
A question that seemed to contain so many meanings came from the Duke's mouth.

Still with those emotionless eyes.

"I asked if you resent me for giving you those orders back then."

Resentment.
How should I respond?

Should I get angry and ask if he only ever saw me as a sacrificial lamb for the family?

Or should I just quietly continue this conversation?

Or perhaps I should just bow my head to him obediently?

As my contemplation was accompanied by silence, he must have thought my silence was my answer, because he opened his mouth again.

"I've gone through so many regrets. Countless regrets."

Regret.
A word that truly didn't suit him.

Even now, he's looking at me with that expressionless face.

Where in that face could there be any trace of regret?

"I've thought countless times about why I treated you that way. Why I was so harsh. Whether there could have been another way."

"..."

"But the conclusion was always the same."

His footsteps moved one step toward me.

Without the slightest change in expression.

"Even if I could go back to that time, I would make the same decision."

"...Is that so."

"Yes, because back then, you were certainly useless enough to warrant such a decision from me."

They say no parent can win against their child, but who said that?

Right now, in front of me, there's a parent desperately trying to prove himself right against his child.

A man doing his utmost to prove that his choice was correct.

"I don't know if you'll resent me for this, but that is the fate of a family head—"

"...I understand now."

"...?"

I answered him.
Clearly and distinctly so anyone could understand.

That I no longer resent him.

That I can understand why he chose me as a sacrificial lamb for the family honor and the responsibilities of the head of the household that he always talked about.

So he doesn't need to explain any further.

The Duke's expression brightened ever so slightly upon hearing my words.

Like a father proudly watching his young child grow up.

"Good, I'm glad you understand."

How do I appear in his eyes?

Does he see me as a proud son who doesn't spare himself for the sake of the family?

Or does he still see me as someone convenient to use?

The Duke's slightly upturned lips today were starting to seriously irritate me.

"Then come back. You originally belonged to our family."

He's trying to reclaim me as if it were only natural.

As if it's right for the owner to take back what was lost.

"And add your strength to the family. You've become strong enough to do that."

Become strong?
Who is he talking about?

I haven't changed since before. Even after leaving that house.

I wanted to ask him.
If he judges people by their strength.

If he wants beasts that live by the law of the jungle rather than humans who help each other and live together.

Today especially, I desperately wanted to ask.

*Though I know he'd obviously answer yes.*

"I'll specially permit you to return to the family. Abandon that trivial title and come back. And..."

"..."

"Family should all be together, shouldn't they?"

Trivial title...
So that's how you see it.

Without even knowing what this means to me.

So you can say such things too.

Telling me to return to the family, to live together as family.

So you were capable of saying such warm words.

Words you couldn't say to me when I was much younger than I am now.

You're only saying them now.

"...What absolute bull—"

"...What?"

"...Ah."

Oh no. It slipped out.
That word I'd been swallowing in my thoughts throughout our conversation.

...This is bad.
I don't think I'll ever forget that expression on his face.

In a good way, of course.

Ch.117 - The Rich Man's Quarrel Can Be Stopped (1)
A single word.

With that one thoughtless word, all eyes in the room turned to me.

Someone spilled their drink.
Someone else revealed a shocked expression.
And yet another person's narrow eyes opened wide.

Someone who knew nothing about the situation wouldn't have reacted this way.

It was just a single curse word.
And from a child's mouth, at that.

"Ah-ahem... Oh, the alcohol seems particularly strong today..."

"I-I think I need to rest a bit."

"Oh my, oh my... Speaking of which, Mrs. Jeni, didn't you say you had something to introduce to me?"

But these people didn't act normally.
They didn't want to.

They had thought it might be good to establish connections with that child, but now things were different.

*No matter how much he hates his father who cast him out... is he in his right mind?*

*He seems to lack the patience needed to be brought to our side.*

*If we approach that child now, we'll earn the Duke's enmity. We'll have to wait for another opportunity...*

If anything, the number of people who wanted nothing to do with him had only increased.

Why were people who had been so eager just moments ago now acting this way?

It was obvious.

They knew exactly who that young boy's words had been directed at.

"...Say that again."

That man looked ready to reach for his sword at any moment.

Duke Reinhardt, one of the few dukes in the Empire and known as the Guardian of the North.

His expression twisted ever so slightly.

The man who usually maintained a completely expressionless face had definitely—if subtly—changed.

*This is bad. I should leave before something happens...*

*I hope this doesn't turn into a real fight...*

"Say it again, Jenison."

Ignoring the surrounding nobles who feared the aftermath,

he took one heavy step forward.

More precisely, in the direction of the boy.

"...Have you grown so vulgar in your speech after living outside the house for so long?"

"..."

"Or do you now think such behavior is acceptable?"

His footsteps continued steadily forward, his hand already positioned near his scabbard,

and there was no hesitation in his stride.

"I don't know how strong you've become."

"..."

"But it seems you've gained some confidence in your abilities."

In the end, he didn't draw his sword, but a weapon was already in his hand.

A blue longsword made of mana.

It was smaller than what he'd prepared to fight Melissa with earlier, but no less threatening.

The Duke's mana was of a different quality than others'.

"When you return home, I'll have to assign you an etiquette teacher."

"..."

"No matter what, using such vulgar words toward your father..."

That's when it happened.
The boy's expression changed.

Until now, he had remained silent no matter what the Duke said,

maintaining an expressionless face just like his father.

But now his brow furrowed.
As if he were extremely annoyed.

"...You talk shit."

"..."

"Ah."

Somehow, this situation felt like déjà vu.

***

Ah, I've messed up.
My thoughts ran away from me again.

But I couldn't help it.
It was impossible to hold back.

Especially when that man put the word "father" in his mouth.

"...My ears don't seem to be deceiving me."

How can you speak to me so casually?

I never expected guilt from you.
You were always that kind of person.

The kind who could cut off his own arm for the sake of that cursed family honor.

I didn't expect to hear any regrets either.

How could regrets come from the mouth of someone who feels no guilt?

"Say it clearly once more with your own mouth."

Still, I had hoped for a little.

Do you not feel even the slightest discomfort?
Not even a hint of remorse?

So you're the type who can abandon your son and then, without a single proper apology, suggest we become family again?

"...I said you talk shit, sir."

"Gasp...!"

"Th-that... he's insane!"

As soon as that thought crossed my mind,
my mouth moved on its own.

To recite my thoughts directly to that mechanical man.

I ignored the nobles around me who were startled and fleeing elsewhere,

and I responded to their shocked stares with consistent disregard.

My attention was fully focused on the Duke.

"...You've grown bold. I see you can curse at me with a clear mind."

His cold eyes turned toward me,

and a small amount of blue mana was leaking from his hand.

As if he might attack me at any moment.

"As you said, Duke, living outside the house seems to have made my language crude."

I responded to him with only a smile.

A smile conveying my unwillingness to continue this conversation and that my transformation was entirely his fault.

Besides, there was no more effective expression than a smile for such sarcastic remarks.

"...It seems I need to bring you back into the family quickly."

Look at that.
The Duke's expression, definitely creased, if only slightly.

My smile had been effective.

Whether he understood the meaning behind it or not.

"The sooner we correct your manners, the better.
For the sake of public appearances, if nothing else."

"Why should you care about that, Duke?
I am not part of the Reinhardt family."

"..."

"And I never will be. Ever."

I wiped away my smile and spoke my true feelings.

Like a declaration,
as if there wasn't even the slightest possibility.

Just as you abandoned me,
I don't want you either.

As soon as I finished speaking, a very faint killing intent emanated from the Duke's body.

Truly, very faint.

The kind of killing intent you might feel from a mosquito buzzing in the dead of night,

but when the source was someone of the Duke's caliber, it was on a different level entirely.

"...Ahem...hem."

"I-I'm sorry, but if I may, could I excuse myself for a moment?"

An elderly noble trying hard to clear his throat but unable to hide his trembling hands.

And a young lady clutching her arms as if covered in goosebumps, hurriedly escaping somewhere.

Many people faced that thin killing intent,

and I was among them.

The feeling of every hair on my body standing on end,
a sensation I'd experienced countless times but never welcomed, spread throughout my body.

At the same time, I drew my dagger.
Matching his mana.

He looked at my dagger,
raised an eyebrow as if it were laughable,

and focused his killing intent solely on me.

Kuuung—
As my body was compressed by something invisible,

I adjusted my dagger.
To shake off whatever was pressing down on me.

"...You want to try?"

"..."

"Fine... I'll fix your attitude—"

"What is the meaning of this?!"

Let me say it again, the initial burst of killing intent was felt not just by me but by everyone around,

and that included the Emperor.

The Emperor approached with angry shouts,
striding toward us.

His expression was even more distorted than Duke Reinhardt's had been moments ago.

"Reinhardt, withdraw that killing intent immediately.
This is not a request but an order."

"...I obey Your Majesty."

As soon as the conversation ended, the pressure that had been felt around us disappeared.

And very quickly at that.

The one who had emitted the killing intent seemed unsatisfied that he hadn't been able to pressure me,

but everyone else around was busy sighing in relief.

"...Now explain why you did this."

"..."

"Every detail, without omitting anything."

And still, the Emperor's anger had not subsided.

His interrogation continued.

***

"Haah..."

A sigh echoed through the Academy corridor.

Neither short nor long,
just the right size of a sigh.

But the worry it contained was
by no means moderate.

"When are you coming... to the Academy?"

The girl who muttered those words
still had beautiful water-colored hair

and dazzling emerald eyes.

"Wow... who's that girl? She's stunning!"

"Even if she's a commoner... she looks worth it."

"Her name? What was it... Rianna... was it?"

"Oh... hehe, not a bad name."

She could hear boys whispering behind her,
but she didn't even blink.

She had heard such things countless times before,
and she really was a commoner.

If anything, the shock was that she had only recently discovered her commoner status.

It might be awkward to say it herself, but... she was something of a celebrity at the school.

Though not in a good way, but a bad one.

*"My goodness... are you that person?
The one who got credit for hunting mid-level magical beasts by forming a good team!"*

*"Hmph, how unsightly... trying to ride on others' strength rather than your own."*

*"Commoners truly never change their ways, do they?"*

Well, the students who used to say such things
no longer existed.

Thanks to someone's help.

*"Hey, you all... what are you doing?"*

*"Ah... Albert? We were just teaching this girl who passed the test thanks to you about her place—"*

*"...How ugly."*

*"Kyaa! What are you doing?!"*

*"You all looked so unsightly that my hand moved on its own. Control yourselves."*

The students who had bullied her could be considered from fairly well-off families,

but there was no place they could stand against the Iris ducal family.

All they could do was spout third-rate villain lines and run away in a hurry.

*"Th-thank you, Lord Albert."*

*"You don't need to use such honorifics with me."*

*"B-but how could I..."*

*"I simply helped a friend's friend. There's no need to bow your head. Stand straight."*

A friend's friend.

It was all too easy to understand who that friend was.

Even now, she was still thinking about him.

The boy with hollow eyes and black hair,
who might be a bit blunt,
but sometimes kind.

*"What is he doing now...?
I have things I want to show him too..."*

What could he be doing?
She was truly curious.

They said he had arrived in the Empire,
but he hadn't come to the Academy.

What could he be doing, and where?

"Do you intend to keep your mouth shut, Duke Reinhardt?!"

"..."

*"...Am I allowed to leave?"*

Without knowing what kind of trouble that person was in right now.

Ch.118 - The Rich Man's Quarrel Can Be Stopped (2)
"Your Majesty, that child originally belonged to our family. So..."

"Don't be ridiculous, Duke. That child is now clearly a baron of this empire. Not some child hiding under your skirts."

"..."

"Weren't you the one who cast him out in the first place? Why are you trying to clean up your mess now?"

The icy atmosphere from just moments ago now feels like a lie. Looking around, I can see nobles trying to figure out what's happening.

"...As the old saying goes, family happiness is the greatest joy—"

"How eloquent coming from the very person who severed those family ties."

"..."

"And conveniently right when that child's strength has been revealed."

"..."

"I didn't think you had such an ugly side to you."

*Creak*

The Duke's eyebrows rise ever so slightly as the Emperor's smile grows even deeper, as if a decade-old indigestion has finally been relieved.

"...Your Majesty, no matter what, giving a baronage to a child without even a proper family name is too much—"

"Well, he's no longer a Reinhardt, is he?"

"..."

"Ah, sorry for interrupting. Please, do continue."

"...My son may be talented, but he's not even an adult yet."

"...And?"

"Moreover, he lacks the proper experience to shoulder the responsibilities and duties of nobility."

"...What are you trying to say?"

"Please allow the Reinhardt family to take responsibility for educating that child."

The Duke's sudden statement nearly made me blurt out my true thoughts.

Is he in his right mind...?

"Ha, are you serious?"

"After calculating the future, I believe two years would be sufficient."

Despite the confused looks from me, the Emperor, and the surrounding nobles, his expression remained completely devoid of any hint of a smile.

As if he were truly serious.

"...What's your reason for this? Why are you so obsessed with that child?"

"Because he's still my son, my blood, and was once a member of the Reinhardt family."

A perfect... excuse. And a superficial one at that.

Certainly, I have many shortcomings as a nobleman.

Being born a bastard, my knowledge has many gaps.

Far from maintaining dignity and courtesy, I'm even lacking in the etiquette of this country.

In other words, as a nobleman, I fall short compared to other noble heirs.

And in that state, the title of nobility is too generous.

So he, who once had a parent-child relationship with me, would take responsibility for educating me.

And at the Reinhardt family, no less.

...He's just insane.

"Reinhardt, aren't you being too shameless?"

"What do you mean, Your Majesty?"

The Emperor rubbed his forehead as if he had a headache.

The Duke didn't change his expression at all and asked what the problem was.

In response, the Emperor pressed his fingers between his eyebrows and spoke.

"The fact that you're the one who cast that child out is known throughout the empire, even to snot-nosed kids in the streets."

"..."

"By what right do you try to dictate that child's actions?"

It was logical and factual.

If you were to pick the hottest rumor in the empire right now, it would definitely be about the Duke and me.

Of course, since we're the subjects of the rumor, no one openly gossips about it.

But that's just on the surface.

Even now, the Duke's reputation might be falling in real-time.

And in this situation, he wants to bring me back into the family?

Whether for good or bad, it's a structure that can only lead to scandal.

In other words, it's a gamble. And one with a high probability of failure.

*He can't be unaware of this, can he?*

"...Your Majesty."

As I was thinking, the Duke opened his mouth.

With an expression completely cleared of the distortion it had shown just moments ago.

"Is there any evidence that those rumors are true?"

"...What?"

***

As his bold words echoed through the hall, the Emperor, Jenison, and everyone around them looked at him with expressions that said, "This is too much..."

But he showed no reaction as he endured those gazes.

After all, he had nothing to fear.

Is there evidence?
He had already captured Aria, the source of the rumors.

Are there witnesses?

From his thorough investigation, there was no one anywhere who could prove the fact.

No, there wouldn't be.

No student at the Academy would want to make an enemy of the Duke's family.

And if some brave soul among them decided to step forward, they could be silenced without a trace.

*...I've removed all the most troublesome obstacles.*

Of course, the subject of the rumor was still fine, but that was just an individual's claim.

Just the claim of a mere Academy student. Special, perhaps, but only to that extent.

Its impact was far weaker than the claim of the head of the Duke's family.

*...Thinking about it again, this is a scenario where I win.*

"...Reinhardt, this has gone too far—"

"Your Majesty."

Having already assured himself of victory, the Duke had nothing left to concede.

All that remained was to move forward, as always.

"The one who spread those rumors was my daughter."

"...I know."

"Do you believe that such a brilliant child would act in a way that would bring shame to my family?"

Aria Reinhardt.

A child with talent comparable to the eldest daughter of the Renuel ducal family, and one with pride and confidence in her family.

This was the publicly known information about Aria Reinhardt.

"That child came to me one day and asked."

"...Asked what?"

"About how to increase the family's power and how to find trustworthy people."

"..."

"So I told her. Find people who would help our family without wavering, no matter what happens."

The surroundings became slightly noisy.

Everyone seemed to understand what the Duke's words meant.

"...So what you're saying is... your daughter spread false rumors?"

"That's correct."

A complete, blatant lie. A lie without a shred of evidence.

But honestly, that wasn't very important. At least not in this moment.

The purpose of these words was to plant the thought "...that could be possible!" in the minds of others.

Facts and truth could be fabricated later.

Even through that inadequate daughter of his.

*What's important now is not to let the family's reputation fall.*

"...This is perplexing. Is there anyone who can prove this?"

"I regret to say... my daughter is currently missing."

"...Is that so? How convenient in this situation."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"...Hmm, Jenison... what's your opinion... Jenison?"

At the Emperor's questioning response, the Duke's head shot up.

The moment the Emperor called Jenison's name,

For some reason, an immense sense of unease took over his entire body.

"...Where has Jenison gone?"

"Um... Baron Jenison left with Lady Charlotte a little while ago."

What is this overwhelming anxiety?

The feeling creeping up his body was very unsettling.

Like a dark swamp in the dead of night.

***

"Lady Aria, please try eating this."

"..."

"If you continue to refuse food, your body will truly deteriorate."

"...Leave."

"My lady...!"

"I said leave."

Just now, Aria's fifth meal was rejected at her request.

All of them, without exception.

"Oh dear... what if something happens to the young lady?"

"The Duke seems very angry too..."

"I went in briefly earlier... she's really gotten so thin!"

Since coming to this prison-like place, she had refused to eat anything.

Not even her usual favorite foods.

Not a sip of water, not a blade of grass, not a piece of meat.

As if she believed she shouldn't put such things in her mouth.

"Is the food not tasty? *munch munch* No, it seems quite good to me."

"Hey, are you crazy?! Why are you eating that?!"

"Well... it's going to be thrown away anyway..."

"But... will the young lady really starve herself to death at this rate?"

"True... tomorrow will be her third day without food..."

The servants were extremely worried.

Although she might be disliked now, her status was that of a duke's daughter. The daughter of the duke who protects the entire northern region.

If such a person refused all food brought by the servants and died of starvation?

Not only would they face the Duke's wrath, but they would also never be able to work in the Duke's household again.

Moreover, they wouldn't even dream of finding employment in other households, who would consider them unlucky.

Despite having done nothing wrong themselves.

"Ah... please, young lady... by tomorrow at least..."

"Please... eat anything... please..."

"Maybe it's better to leave the family before the Duke takes notice..."

"True, the Duke is terrifying... Huh?"

"What's wrong? Did you see something?"

"No... didn't something just dart by? Something dark and black, two of them... or not?"

"What are you talking about? Let's just take the dishes away quickly."

Ch.119 - Invasion Imminent
"Saintess, would you like to sit here for a while..."

"..."

"Ha...haha, I guess not... not with that knight glaring at me so intensely..."

Today, as always, the holy knight Tern was busy eliminating the lustful crowd approaching the Saintess.

To be honest, he found his duty quite fulfilling.

And why wouldn't he? He got to serve at the Saintess's side.

'Tern, this time you will be in charge of guarding the Saintess.'

'...Yes, sir!'

'No, why does it have to be you?!'

'I wanted to be by the Saintess's side too... sob!'

He could still remember the faces of his comrades when he was assigned this mission.

Those faces that said if they couldn't have something good, neither should he.

Though such expressions didn't suit holy knights who lived ascetic lives,

Tern could somewhat understand them.

After all, the duty he was assigned was the most meaningful task for any holy knight.

"My, Saintess, your clothes are so beautiful!"

"Haha... thank you for the compliment, Sister Haren."

To serve at the side of the one called the goddess's representative,

And to prevent lustful crowds from approaching her.

Wasn't this a truly rewarding task for holy knights who had sworn lifelong obedience to the divine?

Knowing this well, he worked even harder,

Trying his best to make the Saintess's path as comfortable as possible.

"Saintess, perhaps we should return to your chambers now..."

"..."

"Saintess?"

But something seemed odd.
Normally, she would be eager to return to her room.

Yet she hadn't said a word this entire time.

Even when he suggested they go inside, she remained silent.

*Is she contemplating something serious?*

That must be it.
She was, after all, a vessel who could receive divine revelations.

Perhaps even now she was having a secret conversation with the goddess.

*That must be it. She hasn't even glanced at her favorite foods.*

His suspicion hardened into certainty,

And he made a decision.

*Then I must not disturb her.
I'll just keep people from approaching the Saintess as much as possible.*

*Why is that man here?*

Of course, in reality, she was simply distracted by completely different thoughts.

***

Meanwhile, while Tern was on high alert,

The mind of the Saintess he was guarding was in a state of great confusion.

She had encountered someone she never expected to see.
And at an imperial banquet, no less.

*So... the banquet was held because of that man?*

If what the Emperor had said was true, then this was indeed the case.

The Emperor himself had hosted the banquet.
Solely to celebrate that man.

The imperial family had personally invited her.

For his blessing.

In other words, he had personally formed ties with the imperial family...

*When did this happen? No, more importantly... you're a Holy One! You!*

Even if it was just a title in name,
He had received the title of Holy One!

He must know that the church and the imperial family have been at odds for ages!

After hearing rumors from the Great Forest, I was so worried, but he went to the imperial family without a care!

*This... this isn't right, hmm.*

"Saintess, are you feeling unwell?"

*Well... I'm the Saintess, so of course I worry when I hear people are hurt.*

"Saintess?"

*Come to think of it, the Pope must have known. That's why he sent me here...*

"Saintess... w-wait, who are you?!"

*Ugh... I don't like either of them—*

"Huh?!"

At that moment, someone grabbed the Saintess's arm.

It was a spot where no one had been just moments before.

In a normal situation, Tern would have noticed and dealt with this in advance,

But unfortunately, the current situation could hardly be called normal.

"Are we really allowed to do this?
She's the Saintess, after all!"

"It doesn't matter."

Even an excellent holy knight couldn't immediately see through the Charlotte family's concealment technique.

"Saintess."

"Wh-what? Why are you here?"

"Last time, you told me to ask for help whenever I needed it, right?"

"Um...? Ah, y-yes, but—"

"Please help me."

If it had been anyone else,
They would have ignored such a request.

They might have scolded them for daring to address the Saintess in such a manner.

But...

[I would like you to help that child if they ask for it...]

"Ugh... seriously...!!"

"...?"

"Where are we going?!"

***

"Miss, please eat at least this much... please?"

*What am I doing here?*

Today, as always, Aria ignored the maid who was pleading with her to eat.

She remained buried in her unbearably soft blankets, refusing to come out.

Somehow continuing to blame herself.

*I'm... now...*

"Miss... what's wrong?"

"..."

"Oh no, are you feeling ill somewhere...?!"

"...No, it's nothing."

Just to mention it once more,
She is extremely strict with herself.

She always makes plans and
Always follows through with them.

She believed that being born into a duke's family meant bearing the corresponding responsibilities.

To bear those responsibilities,
She had cultivated herself harshly.

She consistently studied magic in a family known for its knights.

She learned magical techniques, handled mana, and pored over all kinds of magic books.

*Aria, you are special.*

*Me...?*

*Yes, if you work hard... you might someday surpass your father.*

*Wow! Really?*

*Yes.*

Holding the image of the man who was once her idol in her heart.

She continued to work endlessly.
To become a woman worthy of her name.

"Miss... please..."

"..."

"You'll really die at this rate..."

"You know..."

"Yes?"

"What am I doing here right now?"

"What? Miss, why are you suddenly saying such things..."

She had worked hard.
For her father,
For her family.

In terms of pure effort, she could confidently say she was second to none.

When others picked up swords,
She picked up books and expanded her mana.

But what about now?

The childhood idol had crumbled completely.
Beyond any possibility of recovery.

Rather, learning about that idol's ugly side
Made her feel even worse,

And the victim of that ugliness was the family she had so despised.

*....*

"Miss? What's wrong...?"

"...I want to go out."

"...I'm sorry, Miss... the Duke..."

Moreover, she was now trapped here, unable to use magic.

Because of the mana restraints still rattling on her body.

*Father provided this too, didn't he?
So they could bring in anyone.*

It was obvious, really.
Mere kidnappers wouldn't possess such items.

Mana restraints.
These items, which literally restrained mana itself, were widely used even during wartime.

By interfering with the target's mana control,
They could prohibit all of the target's mana simply by being worn.

They were useful not just for mages but for almost everyone.

Therefore, they were absolutely not easy to obtain.

Not only was their sale prohibited, but even smuggling was almost perfectly controlled.

While possession was technically possible, it was practically impossible for most.

Only those with the rank of marquis or higher
Could possess them with imperial permission.

In other words, they were too extravagant for mere kidnappers.

There must be a supplier.
And one with considerable power at that.

"...And that supplier is our family, isn't it?"

"What? Miss, what's the problem now..."

"Nothing... just leave now."

"Y-yes, please call me if you feel like eating."

"Alright..."

How ironic that they won't grant my request to leave but promptly obey when I ask them to leave.

Today, that nameless maid seemed particularly vexing.

*No, what's the point of thinking like this? It's all because of Father's orders anyway.*

She turned her head listlessly again.
To gaze at the scenery beyond the blue glass window.

This was all she could do in her current state.

Just passing time like this,
Waiting for the Duke's punishment.

She had become like a bird in a cage.

If only someone would take her out of this cage...
But that seemed unlikely.

***

At the same time, in the training ground of the Reinhardt mansion, someone was swinging a wooden sword.

All day long, continuously.
Without showing any signs of fatigue.

"Young Master Allen, I'm truly sorry to interrupt your training, but..."

"...What is it? Speak."

Allen Reinhardt's tone was sharp, perhaps thinking his training had been disturbed.

His mind was already in turmoil.

Because of her father and
His sister Aria.

"W-well..."

"If it's trivial, you'd better be prepared. Hurry up."

"Just now, there's a report that someone has entered the mansion."

"...Where? Lead the way."

And now, finally.
The wooden sword fell from his hand.

To eliminate the vermin who dared to intrude into the Reinhardt house without knowing their place.

And to overcome the demons that kept flashing through his mind.

Ch.120 - Did You Come To Save Me?
"Is this the right way this time?"

"Just wait a little longer."

"...How much longer do I have to wait?"

Sino had been moving around constantly for a while now, just asking me to wait.

How much longer would I have to wait?

It was becoming increasingly difficult to support the exhausted Saintess, who had lost all her strength from running around.

At first, I was simply happy—happy about the fact that I could go rescue Aria.

"Hello? Jenison... or should I call you Viscount Jenison?"

"...Why are you here?"

"Well, I thought I should tell you now? Since you've received your title—"

"Let's go right now."

"Huh? W-wait a minute!!"

I disappeared without looking back. Once I heard those words, there was no reason to stay any longer.

After all, she had said I just needed to receive my title.

"..."

"Huh? Why aren't you going?"

While running without rest, I briefly stopped.

She had assured me that Aria would be fine, but...

It wouldn't hurt to prepare for the unexpected, would it?

"Wait, there's someone I need to bring along."

"Hmm? More people?"

"Yes, someone absolutely necessary."

"I can hide you, but my ability is limited to one person."

"That's fine. I just need this person."

"Who are you pointing at... are you crazy?"

Her reaction was quite strong when she saw where my finger was pointing, but what did I care?

The Saintess herself had offered to help me.

Anyway, somehow we managed to escape from the Royal Palace.

Sino's magic was convenient.

She suddenly wrapped us in darkness and transported us instantly.

Looking back, it was a very useful magic for saving time.

"Alright, you can open your eyes now!"

"Ugh... that darkness feels..."

"...Where are we?"

When I opened my eyes again after the darkness, a completely different scene unfolded before us.

Instead of the luxurious interior with red carpets and beautiful chandeliers,

We were greeted by a snow-white cloak that looked like it was made of fur.

"Where... is this? Actually, why did you bring me here in the first place...?"

"..."

"So, is this where she's being held captive...?"

"C-captive? Where on earth have you people brought me?"

I reached out toward that snow-white cloak.

Not because it was particularly fragrant or beautiful.

Simply because that cloak was so familiar to my eyes.

"Jenison, what's wrong?"

"What's wrong with you?"

"..."

A cloak white as a snowball.
I remembered this cloak.

A characteristic of the northern regions with many snow-capped mountains.
And the fur of wild animals that had turned snow-white under their influence.

This cloak was crafted stitch by stitch by a master artisan using such fur.

The emblem of a hammer and anvil embedded in the middle of the cloak proved it.

This mark certified that the cloak was made by an artisan recognized by the imperial family.

Needless to say, such a high-quality item wasn't something just anyone could easily obtain.

Not unless they were a noble with considerable power.

"..."

"Are you feeling unwell?"

"Your expression doesn't look good..."

"...Lady Charlotte."

"Hm?"

"Could you please tell me where we are?"

I already had a suspicion about the kidnapper's identity,

But I desperately hoped I was wrong.
I thought there was no way it could be that person.

Even they wouldn't kidnap their own daughter.

And to appear in public as if nothing had happened,

After kidnapping and confining their daughter in a room?

So brazenly?

It seemed more plausible that Charlotte's information was incorrect.

Yes, that must be it.

"We're inside the Reinhardt Duke's mansion."

But there was no twist.
Just cruel reality.

I didn't want to hear anything more.

All I could think about was getting Aria out of this wretched place as soon as possible.

About ten minutes after we opened the door and went in...

"No, not that way—we have to go this way!"

"But according to my memory, this way is correct..."

"Seriously! We need to take detours because of the alarm magic set throughout the place!!"

We were busy trying to find our way.

Inside this vast mansion befitting the name of a duke's residence.

***

"Huff... huff..."

"Hey, was it really necessary to bring the Saintess along?"

The woman catching her breath nodded automatically.

Even she couldn't understand why she had been brought here.

"Huff... hah... if someone... gets hurt... huff..."

"We never know, Aria might have some other problems."

"...She looked perfectly fine to me?"

"...?!"

As soon as she finished her puzzled statement, the Saintess shot a sharp glance at Jenison.

As if to say, then why on earth did you drag me here?

"...There's always the possibility of 'what if.'"

"Y-you... really... huff..."

As Jenison slightly averted his gaze from her stare,

Her eyes began to burn with unprecedented intensity.

With the negative emotion of resentment.

"...The Saintess looks like she's really struggling."

As if agreeing with those words, the Saintess nodded her head up and down.

Putting all her might into conveying her desire to please slow down a bit.

*If others saw this, they might scold her for getting tired from such a small amount of exercise.*

But to her, these mere 10 minutes felt like 5 hours.

Originally, her main range of activity was limited to within the church,

And even when she went out to heal people, she always rode in a carriage,

With no exceptions, even if the destination was just around the corner.

*"Couldn't we just walk this short distance?"*

*"Absolutely not, Saintess!!"*

*"We cannot allow your precious feet to touch this dirty ground!!"*

*"But... I'm wearing shoes..."*

Eventually, because of the church's excessive care,

Her physical abilities had no choice but to deteriorate,

Until finally, she couldn't even properly run a distance of just 10 minutes,

Becoming a perfect example of someone lacking exercise.

*"I understand this man, but how is Lady Sino still fine after all this running?"*

*"...Why is the Saintess glaring at me? Did I do something wrong?"*

"...Isn't there some other magic you could use?"

"What kind of magic?"

"Like using holy magic to recover physical fatigue..."

"Oh! I'll try it right now..."

"...Will it work?"

As soon as she heard Jenison's words, the Saintess immediately drew upon her holy power.

While inwardly swallowing words of relief.

Though she didn't express it verbally, she too knew that her lack of stamina was causing trouble.

But with holy magic, this mere physical fatigue would be...!

"...Huh?"

But then another problem arose.

The holy magic wouldn't activate.

Worried that something might be wrong with her holy power, she immediately checked.

Fortunately, she could still draw upon her holy power just fine.

"Um... then why...?"

"I thought this might happen."

"...?"

"I didn't mention it, but this entire mansion is surrounded by a barrier that nullifies magic."

"N-no way!!"

"If it weren't for that, we wouldn't need to be walking like this... I could have used my magic."

It was shocking news.

Just when she thought her burdensome situation might change—

"Wh-what? What are you doing?!"

That's when it happened.

The Saintess, who had been sitting down, suddenly felt her body being lifted.

More precisely, she was now settled on someone's back.

"W-wait... put me down!!"

"We don't have time, so please forgive this rudeness."

"I don't understand! I don't!!"

"Lady Charlotte, please continue guiding us."

"S-sure."

"Eek! Listen to me!!"

***

*If only I could break this...*

At that moment,

The bird trapped in this spacious and luxurious mansion-cage.

Aria was showing rare determination.

Perhaps she had realized that nothing would be resolved by pathetically sitting still?

*If I can just somehow break this... I could use my magic to do something!*

She was now using all her strength to break the mana restraint on her right wrist, which at a glance could be mistaken for a bracelet.

Of course, she couldn't let the other servants see.

They were, after all, the duke's people.

The eyes and ears of Duke Reinhardt.

*Now... if I can just break this somehow...!*

Knock knock—

That's when it happened.
The sound of someone knocking on the door.

Aria ignored it.
It was surely just the servants.

Unless they were insane, no one would dare enter a princess's room uninvited,

So all she had to do was refuse to answer.

Knock knock—

Knock knock—

Knock knock—

But whoever was outside seemed not to know the meaning of giving up, as they continued knocking,

And Aria's patience was wearing increasingly thin.

Still, she tried to ignore it.
After all, without her permission, no one could enter this room...

Creeeeak—

As the door opened, Aria hurriedly wrapped herself in the blanket.

Afraid that her attempt to break the restraint might be discovered.

"Entering my room without permission... are you crazy?"

"...?"

"...Sigh, just leave quickly. I'm already annoyed—"

"...Aria?"

Suddenly, her head shot up from under the blanket.

Because she heard a voice that should never have been heard.

A voice that couldn't and shouldn't be here,

Yet one she had desperately wanted to hear.

"...Brother?"

Her family was standing at the door.
Looking at her with those same black eyes as always.

Ch.121 - Let's Get Out Of Here Fast
Contrary to my worries, Aria seemed to be doing fairly well.

Just moments ago, she was even scolding me.

"Brother...? Is it really you?"

"Yes, I'm glad you don't seem to be hurt—"

I was about to add that I was relieved, but unfortunately, I couldn't continue.

"...*sniff*"

"...Aria?"

Crystal-like tears began flowing from her pearl-like eyes.

Without any warning whatsoever.

"Why are you crying, Aria? Are you feeling unwell somewhere—"

Though she showed no visible reaction,

I was almost certain at this point.

Something was wrong with her body.

Otherwise, there would be no reason for her—always so brave and spirited—

to suddenly burst into tears like this.

Never had I been more grateful for bringing the Saintess along, despite Charlotte's objections.

Just as I turned around to call the Saintess for help,

"Saintess, could you please take a look at my sister...?"

Something tugged at my clothes from behind.

No, "tugged" isn't the right word.

The force was too weak to be called a tug.

It was the kind of grip you'd expect from a newborn baby. I turned my head instinctively and saw

"I'm... sorry..."

Aria, still shedding tears drop by drop, crying sorrowfully.

And as if that wasn't enough,

she kept apologizing over and over.

I don't know what she was apologizing for.

I don't know why she was suddenly acting this way.

But my hand moved on its own, trying to comfort her as she continued to cry pitifully.

"Aria."

"*Sniff*... I'm... sorry..."

"I'm fine, really."

"*Sniff*..."

"It's okay."

I stroke her head while whispering that everything is okay.

Honestly, I don't even know what she thinks she did wrong.

*She couldn't have done anything that bad to me anyway...*

"*Sniff*... sorry..."

"What are you sorry for? You haven't done anything wrong."

"I..."

"...Yes, take your time."

Her lips trembled slightly but noticeably after hearing my words.

As if she was wondering whether she should say it or not.

I gently stroke her head a bit more.

There's no particular intention behind it, just to help her relax.

"..."

The way she flinches every time I stroke her head oddly reminds me of a cat.

The kind of cat you'd see wandering around the marketplace.

"...What are those two doing, Lady Sino?"

"Haha... I wonder."

Just then, while I was stroking her hair,

I heard what sounded like an annoyed voice from behind.

The voices of two people I hadn't paid attention to because I was focused on Aria.

"Ah... Saintess, could you please heal my sister..."

"That won't be necessary. Your sister seems perfectly fine right now."

"...Is something wrong with you too, Saintess—"

"Well, it's nice that everyone's talking, but... we don't have much time, do we?"

"...Huh? Brother, what do you mean...?"

"We forced our way into this room~ We'll be caught soon, you know?"

True enough. With the number of servants wandering around this house,

there's a high chance someone will come to this room.

And then we'll be caught for sure.

"...Let's get out of here first. We can talk later."

"Right, then how should we—"

CRASH!

Unfortunately, I couldn't hear the rest of her words.

Because I had just smashed the window beside us.

"What... what...!"

"We've already rescued Aria, so it's fine."

"No... no matter what, to do something so reckless...!"

Their gazes changed to look at me like I was some kind of madman,

but I didn't care.

I was used to such looks anyway,

and I didn't want to stay here a moment longer.

Besides, this house is practically the Duke's property,

so what does it matter if we break a few things?

Especially since we were once his children.

*...Let's get out of here quickly.*

Still, I couldn't help feeling nervous.

***

When my brother first appeared, I thought it was a dream.

I thought it was just an illusion created by my desire to escape this place.

But it wasn't. My brother had really come here.

He came to rescue me after I was suddenly kidnapped.

Why?

*I... haven't done anything to help my brother...?*

As that thought crossed my mind,

my tears finally burst forth.

My brother had gone to such lengths to break into this house for me.

He had always made such efforts for me since long ago.

Yet I had done nothing for him in return.

Instead, I ignored his advice and met father only to be disappointed again.

I spread rumors recklessly and ended up in this troublesome situation.

And in the end, I relied on my brother's help once more.

I felt so sorry I could die.

Tears fell drop by drop of their own accord.

I tried hard to stop crying, but these tears that flowed on their own showed no signs of stopping.

And to me in that state, my brother said it was okay.

"It's fine, really."

*...That's a lie.*

As if it could be okay.

He probably doesn't even know why I'm crying.

"I'm sorry..."

I was truly sorry. Because "sorry" was all I could say to my brother.

Even now, as we were leaving the mansion.

***

Allen Reinhardt,

The man hailed as a genius of the sword among his peers.

He constantly asks himself a question

that remains a mystery to all who wear armor and carry a sword.

This is not a question with a predetermined answer.

It's not a question created to specify any one thing,

and those who wield swords each give different answers to this question.

In other words, it doesn't really help with one's own development.

Yet, almost all knights carry this question deep in their hearts.

'To you, what does it mean to be a knight?'

This was the question to which all knights give different answers,

and the one that was now violently stirring Allen's heart.

*...Why did I want to become a knight in the first place?*

At first, it was a sense of duty.
A duty to follow in his father's footsteps.

Then, it was a bit of satisfaction.

Because his skills improved rapidly after he seriously took up the sword.

Enough to easily overcome the swordsmanship of his peers.

If he continued like this, wouldn't he someday reach his father?

That massive sword that could slaughter dozens of monsters alone.

Wouldn't he be able to get close to it?

Thinking this, he continued to hone his skills.

Then one day, he saw that guy.

*Today I'll start with horizontal slashes... Jenison?*

It was unusual.

The guy who always neglected sword training was at the training ground early in the morning.

At the time, he thought it was just a whim.

A child trying to pick up a sword with a casual attitude.

That's how he appeared in Allen's eyes at the time.

*...He'll probably quit on his own soon...*

"..."

At that moment, the guy swung his sword.
No, to be precise... he danced with it.

A dance of feints flowing smoothly one after another,

with deadly strikes interspersed between them.

It was a truly beautiful sword dance, unlike anything he had ever seen before.

So beautiful that he wanted to applaud right then and there if he could.

"...This isn't working well."

Nevertheless, the guy left.

Throwing down the wooden sword, without even looking back.

The moment he completely left the training ground,

Allen finally noticed that his lip was bleeding.

*...Not working well? That...?*

How could that be?

How could someone who never properly held a sword and always neglected training,

be ahead of him, who had dedicated everything to the sword?

*At... this rate, even Father might... give the family head position to him!!*

He couldn't accept it.
No, he didn't want to accept it.

Because the moment he acknowledged this fact, all his time spent would seem wasted.

*...Do you want power?*

He trained even more intensely, driven by anger.

Even if every muscle in his body was filled with pain,

Even if the training was so harsh that his nails were torn out,

He didn't stop.

Because he had to prove it.
That his time wasn't wasted.

And that he was superior to that guy.

But it was in vain.
Because the guy brought about his own downfall.

*...Been in another fight somewhere?*

*....*

*Tsk, pathetic.*

It was utterly pathetic.
The sight of someone bringing about his own destruction.

At the same time, a sense of superiority filled his entire body.

*As expected... I'm much better than you.*

The thought that the person who once made him feel inferior

was now beneath him

made him feel like he could fly.

To the point where he wondered if this was a dream.

*How... how could you do that to my brother?!*

*...It was necessary for the family.*

And as always, dreams are meant to be broken.

*...Father deliberately made him behave that way?*

The ugly side of the person he had idolized was revealed,

and confusion began to fill his mind.

*Then... that guy...*

The guy he had always dismissed was actually sacrificing himself for his family?

And by none other than his father's orders?

From the moment he learned this fact, his sword-holding hand began to tremble.

Because of some vague feeling that this shouldn't be happening.

Before being a knight, one is a swordsman.

For a swordsman's hand to tremble so much he can't hold his sword.

He had to find a solution.
Somehow.

"The... the young lady has disappeared!!"

"Someone's visible outside the window!"

"Isn't that... the young master?!"

"The young master is taking the young lady away!!"

Do you know the answer?

Anyway, he had to move now.

For the sake of everything.

Ch.122 - This Heavy Yet Cold Sense Of Inferiority
"Y-young master?"

"And behind him... the young lady?"

Breaking through the glass window and coming outside was nice enough, but it drew the attention of all the servants who were tending to the garden.

"T-the young lady has come outside?"

"We must stop them, or else the Duke will...!"

"S-surround them, everyone!!"

As someone with quick judgment gave the order, the people around us slowly began to gather.

Each of them holding weapons like shovels and weeding knives.

"Young master... I'm truly sorry..."

"P-please leave the young lady behind, I beg you..."

"That's right!! Otherwise, we don't know what will happen to us..."

They must have rushed over while tending to the garden, as their shovels were still covered in dirt.

And their weeding knives, which had never been stained with red blood, were only covered with the juices of flowers and grass.

Those weapons were now pointed at me.

By people who were somewhat familiar.

"Kern."

"...Yes, young master."

"And... was it Jeni?"

"..."

I had seen them in the garden long ago.

Old man Kern, who still maintained his hearty laugh while tending to the garden.

And Jeni, who once talked with me about flowers and plants, saying flowers seemed to possess too beautiful a charm.

I had been worried since she disappeared at some point.

"So everyone's been working here."

"...Yes, young master."

"..."

"Make way, we don't have much time."

"We cannot do that..."

Kern's large hands began to tremble.

While holding an enormous shovel.

"We were told not to let the young lady leave..."

"Who said that?"

"...Haha, don't you know... you too, young master."

"I suppose so."

There's nothing to be disappointed about.

I have my circumstances, and they have their lives.

No matter how friendly they were with me, it was never easy to risk incurring the Duke's displeasure.

"I understand."

"..."

"But we don't have much time. Let's end this quickly."

"...I'm sorry, young master."

"There's no need to apologize."

If anything, I should be the one who's sorry.

No matter what they do, they won't be able to stop me from taking Aria away from this mansion.

***

"A-Allen, my lord... the young lady is over there!"

"I can see that."

Meanwhile, from the glass window that Jenison had broken through, numerous eyes were observing them.

The cook who had prepared Aria's meals until this morning, the maid who had brought that food and begged her repeatedly to take just one bite, and even the head butler who handled all the general chores of the house.

Almost everyone who had even the slightest connection to Aria had gathered in this cramped room, all staring at the same place.

They were watching the young lady, who had looked so haggard until this morning, now standing with the young master who could no longer be called a member of the family.

"How did the young master... get in here...?"

"I don't know... I didn't even see him enter...?"

"You two there, watch your words."

"A-Allen, young master...!"

The maids who had started whispering quietly behind him.

Allen slowly approached them, boiling up enough mana that even ordinary people could vaguely sense it.

"D-did we do something wrong... kyaah!!"

"Who are you calling 'young master'?"

"Y-young master, why are you... gack...!"

His hand, glowing with blue mana, roughly grabbed the hair of one of the maids who had been chattering just moments before.

Despite the maid's sharp scream, he paid no attention and began dragging her across the floor.

Toward the black-haired boy in the distance who was surrounded by servants.

"Look carefully, where do you see a young master that you should serve?"

"Y-young master...? What do you... kyaaaah!!"

Allen dragged her all the way to the glass window and lifted her by her hair.

As if forcing her to see clearly with her own eyes.

"Isn't there only one young master in this family that you should serve—me?"

"Y-you're right... it was a slip of the tongue!! I-I'm sorry... hic... sob..."

"...Get out."

"Y-yes, sir!!"

The maid, her hair now disheveled, quickly fled the room.

If she had stayed any longer, she might have suffered even worse violence.

As soon as she left, all eyes in the room turned to him, with gazes mixed equally with fear and confusion.

*Why is Young Master Allen suddenly acting like this?*

*No matter how bad his mood might be today...*

*...he wasn't the type to do such things... has he changed?*

Given Allen's character as they knew him, he wasn't someone who would do such things.

The Young Master Allen who always spoke of chivalry—why was he suddenly behaving this way?

They had no way of knowing.

After all, one cannot know another's thoughts no matter how much they might want to.

They could only assume he was in a very bad mood and move past the situation.

*...Damn it, why did it have to be you again!*

Without knowing what was going through his mind.

***

When I was younger, I didn't pay much attention to that guy.

I was already certain in my heart.

That I would become the successor.

Others might have called it arrogance, but I had my own confidence back then.

The fact that his mother, Lady Sariel, was a commoner, and that he always neglected his sword training.

I naturally thought he couldn't possibly be stronger than me, but my thinking changed after seeing that sword dance.

That insanely beautiful sword dance that still remains in my memory.

*...Do I need more power?*

Thinking this wouldn't do, I trained like a madman, and only after my growth rate suddenly increased and I gained confidence did I stop being conscious of him.

I thought I was better than him in every way.

Yes, that's what I thought.

Until I saw his sword dance again just now.

"...Why"

Why is it?

Those blade movements that I still cannot replicate—why do they look so beautiful in your hands?

"C-catch him...!"

"If that's not possible, at least secure the young lady!!"

"We have more people anyway... urgh...!"

Even though they're servants, they're still civilians holding weapons.

But what is this scene?

Does he see their actions as mere child's play?

He hasn't even drawn his sword.
He isn't using magic either.

He's just striking their vital points with the edge of his hand, knocking them unconscious.

*...Ha, are you saying I'm not even a threat to you?*

Could I have done the same?

Protecting someone from dozens of servants?
Servants each holding weapons?

It wouldn't have been impossible.
Rather, it would have been easy.

After all, the gap between ordinary people and knights was as vast as heaven and earth.

Then let me change the question.

Could I, using only my body, without sword or magic, face dozens of armed servants without allowing a single attack to land?

*...It's impossible for me.*

As soon as I realized this fact, my head cleared.

I finally seemed to understand what this emotion I've been harboring is.

*This is inferiority, isn't it?*

This feeling I've hidden and suppressed in my heart for so long.

It has finally escaped from my chest.

"...That can't be."

I didn't want to acknowledge it.

That I, the eldest son of the Duke's family, praised as a sword genius, would feel inferior to someone who left the family of his own accord.

Truly, I didn't want to acknowledge it.

"...Then I'll have to prove it."

"W-what? Young master, what are you say—"

"That I am superior to that guy."

With that, I kicked off the ground and leaped through the glass window.

Crash—

I didn't care whether the glass window broke or not.

A window already broken once could be broken again, and besides.

*Definitely... definitely...!!*

My mind was filled with only one thought.

The thought that I would definitely defeat him.

***

"Young master, please consider our situation a little... urgh!"

"I'm sorry, truly."

"...Somehow it feels like we're the bad guys here, doesn't it?"

After taking down almost all the servants who had been blocking our way, I heard the Saintess's voice, seemingly reproaching me.

Of course, I don't feel completely at ease either.

After all, their jobs were at stake.

But what can I do? My sister is more important to me than these people.

"Aria is more important to me."

"...Sister complex, don't come near me."

"...No, that's not—"

Before I could respond to the Saintess's genuinely contemptuous expression, I heard something shattering behind me.

A sound like the glass window I had broken earlier...

"Jenisoooon!!!"

Along with a familiar shouting voice, something brushed past me.
Something very sharp.

"...!"

Boom!

With the sudden explosion and the resulting dust cloud that rose thickly, something else cut through the smoke.

A slash that I barely avoided.

The chilling slash made me instinctively draw my sword.

"...Finally drew your sword, huh."

"...Brother Allen?"

"Allen... brother?"

With that familiar voice, the acrid dust began to clear, revealing a single sword.

His one sword, pointed directly at me.

Ch.123 - Do You Need Power?
I should have run away after guiding them into the mansion.

If only I had known I'd get caught up in something like this.

"Brother? W-wait!!"

"W-wait... brother, why?"

Whoosh—
The air is violently torn apart.

By a single slash.

"...Ha, still can't reach me?"

"Brother, please calm down—"

"No, I'm sorry but that's impossible..!"

The man responsible for the slash muttered while still gripping his sword.

All while not forgetting to keep his feet moving steadily.

Well, at first I naturally thought he came to take that girl Aria away.

But watching them continuously, that doesn't seem to be the case.

He hasn't even glanced in this direction for a while now.

*Honestly, he doesn't even seem to have the luxury to do so.*

And for good reason—
That man... he's been swinging his sword continuously,

But he hasn't even grazed Jenison's collar.

"Kugh..!"

"Please calm down for a moment..!"

Yet he keeps charging forward?

Though they haven't crossed swords yet,
He must surely know.

That the gap in skill between him and the black-haired boy can never be bridged.

The fact that he hasn't collapsed yet is proof of that.

I don't know if it's because they were once family,

But if he were a servant,
He would have already fallen with his neck grabbed.

Actually, the fact that he hasn't collapsed yet is something to be proud of, isn't it?

According to rumors, even the Knight Commanders are no match for Jenison.

For some nameless knight who's only praised among his peers to hold out this long.

He should be proud of himself.

*But are those two really family?
No matter how I look at it, they seem like strangers...*

"Um... Miss Sino?"

While I was twirling my hair and continuing my thoughts,

I felt someone shaking my arm from beside me,

And when I turned my head in that direction,

A woman wearing a white veil
Was looking up at me with what seemed like anxiety.

She's cute like a stray cat...

"M-Miss Sino?"

"Ah, yes, Saintess.
Is there something you need?"

Even though I'm from the Charlotte family that serves only the imperial family,

I have no intention of speaking casually
To the Saintess as if she were a neighborhood friend.

I should speak as respectfully as possible.

"Well... I know that man and that person are
Family... but perhaps I—"

"Ah, those two are indeed family."

"Oh... r-right?"

After briefly rejoicing that her memory was correct,

She soon looked up at me again with a puzzled expression.

Tilting her head so much that the inside of her white veil was completely visible.

"But... why are they fighting?"

"..."

Well, I don't really know that either.

No matter how knowledgeable I am about information...

I've never once delved into the affairs of a duke's family.

"I'm not sure myself..."

Partly because I fear the consequences,
But also because it wasn't easy to dig into in the first place.

How would I know about their family circumstances?

Well, there might be one person who would know...

The one looking at them from afar with pitiful eyes.

Our princess might know, wouldn't she?

***

Whoosh—

With the sound of cutting wind,
My hair was slightly trimmed.

By that sword that still shows no sign of stopping.

"...Why, are you doing this, at least give me a reason..!"

"..."

His mouth, which had been continuously muttering to himself until just now,
No longer opened.

Does that mean he's that exhausted?

Or does it mean he's using even the strength to open his mouth for his sword?

Personally, I think it's the latter.

"..."

"...I didn't want to hurt you."

It was true.

I didn't want to attack him right now.

Really.

After all, I once considered him family,

And wasn't the reason he hated me because he thought I was a disgrace to the family?

The very reason he's hated me all this time is essentially gone.

So I didn't want to be hostile to him now,

"...I'm sorry, brother."

But the situation was different when I didn't know when the Duke might return.

In this situation where the Duke could receive a message and return to this mansion at any moment,

Leisure was truly a luxury.

"...!"

"I don't have much time."

I easily avoided his horizontal slash from right to left

And immediately dove toward his right side.

"Hnngh..!"

"..."

Of course, he wasn't as easy as the servants.

As if he had predicted I would come this way,

A spell he had pre-cast was now being fired right in front of me.

Basic Magic [Mana Bullet]

A bullet of mana that could momentarily stop
Not only ordinary people but even well-trained knights.

It was certainly an excellent idea and execution for a hastily formed plan,

But unfortunately, I couldn't afford to waste my mana on something like this.

"...!"

"Kugh..."

I created a dagger in my hand
And threw it toward the mana bullet,

The bullet, which was about to be fired,
Hit the tip of my dagger and caused a small explosion.

An explosion strong enough to make a knight lose balance.

"Damn it..!"

"This will hurt a bit."

My fist, infused with mana, directly hit his right ribs,

And at the same time, I clearly felt the impact.

The sensation of human bones breaking with a crack.

"Gaaack..."

"..."

He stepped back one step after taking my punch.

For now, he was holding on by stabbing his sword into the ground,

But that wouldn't last long either.

His bones were broken and his liver took a direct hit.

Unless he was someone accustomed to pain like me, it would be absolutely impossible—

"Kuheuugh..!!"

"..Oh?"

***

It hurts.
It's painful.

I want to collapse right now.

But I didn't.
If anything, I sharpened my focus.

"Kuhh... huh..."

"..."

His black eyes are directed at me.

Looking down at me.
Him, at me.

Normally, I would have bolted away immediately,

Throb, throb—

But the pain in my side
Desperately holds me back.

*Huff... huff...*

"..."

*Ha, is that concern I see?*

Of course, I almost couldn't bear his sympathetic gaze for a moment,

But I endured it by constantly turning over my thoughts.

To begin with, I didn't think
I would escape without any injuries.

The movements I had seen from him until just now
Were definitely not at the level of an ordinary person.

I had certainly prepared for some injuries,

And since I was the one who drew my sword first,
There were no excuses either.

*But... even so...!!*

Isn't this gap too large?

Not only could I not cross swords with him,
I couldn't even graze him,

And he had only attacked once so far.

Without even drawing any weapon.

Is there anything more humiliating in a knight's duel than when your opponent doesn't use a sword?

*Damn it all!!!*

I moved my body that seemed about to collapse at any moment, gritting my teeth.

Pulling my sword from the ground
That I had been using as a cane until just now,

Ignoring my ribs that stabbed at my chest
Every time I moved my right foot.

"Kuheuugh..!!"

"..Oh?"

I charged.
Literally.

Whoosh—
Once more, my sword cut through the air.

The weight of the sword, which seemed
Distinctly different from before,

Was literally felt vividly.

*I can't lower my tail without giving it my all!!!*

"Hmm, this is... quite..."

"...!"

With each swing and thrust of my sword,

I could feel my broken ribs
Interfering with my arm,

But I paid no attention to that either.

The only thing I needed to focus on here
Was bringing him down.

Nothing else mattered—!!

"Guhack..!"

"I'm sorry, but you won't die."

My consciousness is fading.
Why? How?

What did I get hit by?
Where was I hit?

Was it magic? A sword?
Or was it a fist again?

I couldn't feel any of it.

All I knew was that my body
Was falling backward.

*Am I... absolutely unable to win?*

I bit my lower lip hard.
Hard enough to taste the bitter red blood.

A sense of defeat I had never felt from peers before envelops my entire body.

Like hitting a wall that can't be overcome no matter what I do.

No matter how much I pound on it,
No matter how hard I try to jump over it,

A solid wall that seems like it will never break.

I thought I would never feel this in my life.

*Why... of all people... does it have to be him..*

That person I always ignored,
Always looked down upon,
Always faced with indifference.

Why does he appear as my wall only now?

I clenched my fist so hard that my nails dug into my palm,

But nothing changed.

The fact that I was defeated without being able to lift a finger remained unchanged.

*If only I were a little stronger*

A single thought flashed through my mind.

If only I were a little stronger.

If only I had a little more outstanding talent.

If only I hadn't neglected my efforts a little more.

If only some mighty power entered me now.

*I could completely crush him.*

*Do you need power?*

Yes, I needed it.
A very strong power.

Power strong enough to make him kneel before me.

It was desperately needed by the current me.

*I understand... hehe*

For a moment, a devil's laughter
Echoed in my ears,

But it didn't seem that terrible.

Ch.124 - Because I Don't Like You.
It didn't take long to defeat Allen.

The gap in our skills was considerable from the start.

*I finished this faster than expected.*

Of course, I hadn't anticipated it would end this quickly.

I never thought my skills were lacking compared to his, but after dealing with the servants first, I'd expected this to take much longer.

*It's fortunate Allen fell so quickly.*

Fortunate for me, at least.

Yet something felt off.

Until moments ago, his eyes had shown the strongest determination.

Even his sword swings had revealed glimpses of his will.

But now, those signs were gone.

His eyes were vacant, and his sword lay discarded on the ground.

Whether his hand had lost strength or he'd dropped it by mistake, I couldn't tell.

But he hadn't picked it up again.

As if he no longer had the will to fight.

"..."

"Seriously... could you please stop adding to the number of people I need to heal?"

"...It doesn't suit you."

"What?"

I could sense the Saintess approaching me with heavy sighs, but I kept my gaze fixed on the fallen Allen without turning to her.

This state didn't suit him.

Knowing his character, I found it even more incomprehensible.

Why?

Why had he given up here? Why wasn't he continuing to attack?

If he had just stalled for time, I would have been at a disadvantage.

He must have known this.

"No, please heal him."

But I decided not to dwell on it.

If he was going to collapse like this, it worked in my favor.

I could always ask him about it later.

"I was going to do that without you telling me... wait..."

"Saintess? What's wrong—"

"Wow, today's really not my day."

At that moment, a purple light burst forth from Allen, who was still lying on his back on the ground.

It would have been a fascinating, mystical sight worth staring at in awe—

If that beautiful purple light hadn't given off such an ominous feeling.

"...!"

My instincts whispered urgently in my ear.

Get far away from that light. Now.

"Excuse me...!"

"W-wait, what is this... Kyaaah!!"

Instinctively, I wrapped one arm around the Saintess's waist and hastily retreated.

In that moment, I was genuinely grateful for her small frame.

If I'd been even slightly slower, we would have been caught in that light.

"Y-you!! What are you doing...!"

"Calm down and put up a barrier...!!"

"What? What do you mean... oh?"

It was absolutely wrong of me to touch her body without permission,

But this wasn't the time to argue about right and wrong.

Just look at that.

The ominous purple light was gathering in one place.

"W-wait, what is that...?"

"I don't know either, but we need a barrier first...!"

"Ah, yes...!"

Having assessed the situation, golden holy power began to emanate from her white clothes.

As her veil fluttered gently,

Her small lips parted.

"[Let there be light (Ar niel)]"

The golden holy power that burst from her body rippled outward,

Covering her, myself, and the people behind us.

At the same moment, the purple explosion occurred.

KWAAANG—

Thankfully, the holy barrier was cast in time,

So we felt no impact from the blast,

But it couldn't block the strong wind and smoke from the explosion.

"Cough! Cough! Ugh... the smoke..."

"At least we weren't too late... cough..."

"Brother, what about Allen?"

I'm not sure what happened to him with an explosion of this magnitude.

The Saintess's holy power had certainly been directed at Allen,

But he was also the person closest to the center of the explosion.

"...We need to clear this smoke first."

"Oh, I can do that!"

"...?"

"What's with that expression? I'm just offering to help."

"...No, it's nothing."

Of course I'd make this face.

She wasn't normally the type to offer kindness so freely.

"What, you don't like it?"

"...No, it's nothing. Please go ahead."

I still felt uneasy about it,

But I didn't reject her kindness.

It might genuinely be goodwill as she claimed,

And I didn't want rumors spreading that I'd refused the Duke's daughter's kindness.

"You don't seem very enthusiastic about it.
Well, I don't really care."

As soon as she finished speaking, she clapped her hands together with a sharp sound,

And shadows began to rise behind her.

"This is my first time seeing Lady Sino's magic, and it's quite..."

"Creepy?"

"Ah, no... that's not what I—"

"It doesn't matter, I hear that all the time!"

Clap, clap, clap.
The sound of her clapping continued to echo,

And the shadows rising behind her began to gather in one place.

By the time her clapping stopped,

The shadow had grown to about the size of a human head.

"Devour it, Hungry Ghost."

As she finished speaking, a mouth formed in the shadow sphere.

A mouth that looked like the shriveled muzzle of a beast.

Soon after, that muzzle opened with a stretching sound,

SWOOOOSH—

And began sucking in the smoke at tremendous speed.

Almost like a 21st-century vacuum cleaner.

"...Impressive."

"See? Isn't it cute?"

"No... I wasn't admiring that thing."

"...You're too young to appreciate cuteness, I guess."

In just a short amount of time,

All of the ominous purple smoke

Was sucked into that muzzle,

And the surrounding landscape became visible again.

"Kuh... hehehehe..."

Along with an ominous sound.

***

I can win.

That was the instinctive thought that flashed through Allen's mind.

He didn't know how he had managed to stand up again.

He didn't know how he was maintaining his sanity.

But one thing was certain.

In his current state, he could defeat the man before him.

He slowly picked up the sword he had dropped on the ground.

*Do you need power?*

He had been prepared for this since that voice echoed in his mind.

He knew the voice was a demon's temptation,

And he knew that following it would never end well for him.

Yet, he had desperately appealed to the voice.

That he needed power. Power strong enough to never lose to anyone.

*Hah, I never thought I would end up like this.*

Having recited the code of chivalry countless times,

He had been confident, overestimating himself.

That he would never fall into the path of demons.

That he would never listen to or heed a demon's words.

That's what he had firmly believed.

But as always, demonic temptation came with corresponding sweetness,

And it seemed he wasn't extraordinary enough to overcome it.

"...Brother?"

"A-Allen... oh..."

The man's gaze filled with shock.

Probably stunned by Allen's appearance.

Indeed, his current form could hardly be called human by any standard.

His fingers were all covered in purple stones,

Red bones protruded through his armor at the shoulders,

And his once-flowing hair was now stiffening, turning into a single crystal.

A form more suited to a monster than a knight.

But he didn't care. No, he couldn't care.

Wasn't it strange?

His mind, once filled with all kinds of thoughts and resentment toward that man,

Had become so clear and refreshed only after becoming a monster.

It felt quite good.

What did it matter if his current form was hideous?

He could defeat that man again now.

***

I didn't want to believe it.
I didn't want to know.

I didn't want to know that he had become a Demonic human,

I didn't want to know the process of becoming one,

And I didn't even want to know that he had hated me so much.

"..."

"Why are you standing there blankly, Jenison..."

"..."

"Draw your sword."

WHOOSH—
The sword in his hand danced toward me.

Unlike before, it had become more crude,

More simplistic in its movement.

His swordplay had completely changed from earlier.

Gone was the sword that had approached me with passion and obsession,

Now the tip of his sword, filled only with the will to crush me,

Was pointed at me.

"Draw. Your. Sword."

"Why... why?"

"You want to ask why I'm going this far?"

"..."

"Because I didn't like you."

"..."

"Because I couldn't accept that you were superior to me."

"..."

"Because your swordplay from that time still remains in my mind."

"What..."

"Is it hard to understand? Don't bother. Those are all excuses. I simply don't like you."

"..."

"Does that answer your question?
I hope it does."

"..."

"The sword... I suppose I don't need to tell you to draw it?"

"..."

"You'll draw it soon enough anyway."

He adjusted his grip on the sword. With both hands now, not just one.

The blade pointed above his shoulder,
His feet firmly planted on the ground,

His face and body aimed solely at me.

His stance had transformed into something like a sprinter's crouch.

"Reinhardt Style Heavy Sword Technique First Form, Mountain Cleaver."

Finally, blood splattered violently on the ground.

Ch.125 - My Legs Won't Listen To Me
"Kyaaah... Oppa!!"

"...Are you awake?"

"W-wait, let me h-heal you first..."

"L-let go of me, Oppa is...!"

≪Detecting foreign substance entering user's body.≫
≪Effects of the foreign substance are being applied to the body.≫

I quickly dismiss the status window that suddenly appeared before me and dodge his sword as it comes toward me again.

With each movement, drops of red blood bloom from my body—wounds carved into my flesh from his previous attack.

"Ugh...!"

"..."

A long gash runs from my right shoulder down to my left side. The momentary, tremendous pain nearly made me lose consciousness, but the instant that pain surged through me, every hair on my body stood on end—as if warning me that the attack wasn't over yet.

"Everyone, stay back and protect Aria—!"

"...Taking your eyes off me in the middle of a fight?"

"...!"

In that brief moment when I was distracted by the sudden spray of red liquid, Allen's purple blade approached me once again.

His cold blade was now aimed directly at me.

The sharp energy emanating from his sword seemed ready to pierce through my skin at any moment. That energy, which had been rippling only along his blade until now, was directed at me for the first time.

The fortunate thing was that it moved at a speed I could just barely dodge.

'At least I can avoid—'

"Heh... it won't go as you wish."

"...Huh?"

And the unfortunate thing was that I had momentarily forgotten two critical facts: that the purple light wasn't merely decorative, and that I couldn't use my right shoulder.

It happened in an instant. The energy surrounding his sword burst forth.

Like spores, the purple powder scattered in the air, then clumped together to form crystals floating in space. When these crimson crystals touched Allen's sword, they twisted its path at will.

Like a black hole.

Allen's sword, magically reinforced to be much harder than ordinary blades, bent and twisted like taffy right before my eyes, completely altering the trajectory I had predicted.

It should have been fine. From that moment, I just needed to recognize his attack as a whip rather than a sword.

Although I didn't have much experience with it, I had faced flexible swords before, so I was confident I could block it even if I couldn't dodge it.

Yes, the problem was that the attack was coming from the right.

Crack—

"...Ah, fucking hell."

My right shoulder made an ominous sound.

The sound of joints grinding against each other, screaming in protest.

"O-Oppa, your shoulder...!"

"...This is getting really dangerous."

My right shoulder, the starting point of the deep gash on my body—normally it would have regenerated by now, but for some reason, the healing wasn't happening properly.

No, it wasn't that regeneration was slow, but rather that I was having difficulty controlling my mana itself...

Anyway, the point is:

"Sleep forever, worm."

"...What the fu—"

Shhhk—

I tried to force my tattered shoulder to move, but that action only turned it into something resembling a rag, and Allen's sword, wobbling in front of me, tore through my chest.

"Guh...hurk..."

Once again, blood gushed from my body.

Instinctively, I knew this attack was different from the previous one that had somehow only grazed me.

Just judging by the amount of bleeding I could feel right now, the difference was substantial.

"...Not dead yet?"

"Guh...kack..."

"How disappointing, truly."

My right arm wouldn't move, I couldn't control my mana as I wished, and blood clots were still dripping from my chest.

The tattered flesh and muscles were just a bonus. My breathing became labored on its own, and my brain felt like it was flipped upside down.

The fact that I was still standing could be considered a miracle given my physical state. Even moving a finger was enough to make nausea filled with stomach acid writhe inside me, while a sensation both familiar and always new took control of my body.

A sense of crisis. The survival instinct's creation of danger awareness.

That sensation, which I had rarely felt in this life, began to dominate my body.

It wasn't unreasonable. Right now, I was quite weak.

A kid who couldn't control his mana properly, had no exceptional physical abilities, and couldn't use his right arm.

That was exactly my current level.

If only I could give up my right arm completely and at least be able to use mana...

"O-Oppa...!!"

"..."

"M-maybe we should join in n-now..."

"Don't!!"

My sudden shout left them all with stunned expressions.

As if asking why I was jumping into danger alone.

But they must not help me now.

The reason they're remarkably safe right now is because, for some reason, Allen's sword is only aimed at me.

But if they were to join in and help me in this situation?

Allen's sword would undoubtedly begin dancing toward them without mercy, and in my current compromised state, I had no confidence in my ability to block those attacks.

If they could somehow miraculously dodge Allen's attacks despite being positioned far from the front lines, that would be different.

But unfortunately, barring such a miracle, this was my best option.

"...Is that all?"

"...?"

"Is that... all you've got...?"

"...What is he—"

"Is this all the skill you used to mock me?!!"

All humans follow the same process when they become demonic humans.

They gain power far superior to their original strength, go berserk, and gradually have their reason consumed by madness.

Simultaneously, their appearance moves further away from humanity until they finally break away from being human completely.

That was one of the common traits of all demonic humans.

In that sense, Allen had held out for quite a long time.

An ordinary person would have lost their mind and gone wild without lasting even a minute.

His mental strength, far stronger than average people's, and his terrifying obsession with defeating Jenison had brought him this far.

Unfortunately, that mental strength was gradually wearing away.

He was becoming a demonic human who chose madness over reason, slaughter over combat, and violation over victory.

Naturally, his mind couldn't remain intact.

The thread of sanity that had initially held him together through his inferiority complex was becoming increasingly consumed and tainted by madness.

Now, he was using all the negative emotions that had accumulated as an excuse—a reason why he absolutely had to kill Jenison.

"Y-you... because of you... Father... to me...!"

"...?"

"I should have inherited the family head position!!"

"I don't understand a word—"

"It's all because of you!!!"

That's when it happened.

Something emerged from behind his back as he continued muttering to himself.

Crack—
An eerie sound of flesh being pierced rang out, and simultaneously, two pointed rock crystals sprouted from inside his back.

Sure enough, they were crystals emitting an ominous purple light.

"..."

"...Becoming a demonic human really makes you do all sorts of—"

"Shut up and die."

Bang—
The sound of something exploding echoed, and at the same time—

Splat—
Blood sprayed violently on the ground again.

A much greater amount of blood than before.

"Guh...aaaagh!!"

"...Ha, that's a good look on you."

My right arm was sliced off. Completely severed in one chunk.

My right shoulder, which until recently had a deep gash, was now gone, replaced only by the cold wind filling that empty space.

'I couldn't even see it...!'

Thud—

A few lumps of flesh fell from where my arm had been, and blood slowly pooled in my right eye.

Having died quite a few times before, I could guarantee it—this was a sign of approaching death.

"N-nooo!! Oppaaa!!"

"Miss Sino, get back! Right now we need to—!"

"...No!!"

"L-let go, Miss Sino!!"

"It's too late now!! With that monster's speed, before we even get close—"

Ignoring the ringing in my ears, I kept spitting out the blood pooling in my mouth while thinking constantly about ways to survive.

I had no idea why, but my mana was practically unusable at this point.

I had been trying various spells for a while now, but none of them worked.

"Can you still move?"

"...Cough"

But could I defeat him in my current physical state?

That massive demonic human who seemed to have completely abandoned his humanity?

I looked down at my body with an inward sneer.

A body that couldn't even be charitably called "okay."

How could I defeat anyone with a body that was practically half-dead?

"Die!!!"

His sword strike comes straight at me.

A slash at a speed that should normally be invisible to the eye.

But as the old saying goes, "in the face of death, one sees clearly."

I don't know if it's my imagination, but I could definitely see it now...

The direction his sword was heading, its destination, that ominous energy.

Even the movement of his shoulder muscles and where his feet were pointing.

Everything, absolutely everything, was visible to me.

"Reinhardt Style Heavy Sword Technique, Third Form: Sky Splitter."

If I could just dive forward half a step...

I could dodge his attack and aim for his neck.

But.

"...My legs won't listen."

"Uooooh!!!!"

"...Fuck."

My trembling legs refused to obey me.

***

≪Warning, user's life in danger. Searching for solutions...≫
≪Effect of World Tree Leaf activating.≫
≪A single chance to escape from the brink of death has arrived!≫



"Don't bother the little black one..."



The princess with the black marking, who had been sleeping on my nape, has now awakened.

Ch.126 - I'm Not A Dragon, I'm An Elemental Spirit
When a spirit is first born, it possesses an imprinting instinct.

This is a phenomenon commonly observed in wild animals as well.

Simply put, it means they follow the first person they see, treating them as their parent.

Of course, spirits barely have reproductive functions and don't even have the concept of parents.

So you could just think of it as them following the first living being they see.

"...?"

Here is a spirit.

One that has never been surrounded by light since birth.

Where she existed was always darkness.

Deep, sticky darkness, and she sat alone in the middle of it.

Naturally, her knowledge of the world was practically nonexistent.

She had lived alone in that darkness since birth.

She knew nothing except how to move her own body.

She lived without knowing the sweetness of rest or the pleasure of taste.

["...when all your faults and sins are washed away, you will surely be able to come out again."]

This single sentence was the only sound she ever heard.

A beautiful voice telling her to shed sins and faults that didn't even exist in her memory.

She thought that her days would never change, always.

"...?"

But.

Recently, she moved her body on her own.

Because something other than darkness appeared in her vision.

What might have ended as mere curiosity—

She didn't miss this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

"Aaaahh~"

Her consciousness was pulled somewhere once

And began to reconstruct itself.

In the outside world, not filled with darkness but abundant with beautiful colors.

"Wow..."

The first color she saw was so beautiful

And the first light she encountered was so bright and warm.

Her world, which had been filled only with darkness,

Had expanded just a little bit more in this moment.

"Child... I mean, that—"

"Mom! Can't you buy this for me?"

"Hey, kid... stop right there!"

But as mentioned earlier,

Everything is new to her right now.

The bustling noises around her.

The warm sunlight shining on her through the window.

The blue stream flowing in the distance.

These were all too new and unfamiliar to her.

Then, could she who had lived with darkness all along, grown accustomed to it,

And now essentially reborn in this moment, in this place,

Not feel anxious in these surprisingly unfamiliar surroundings?

Even though the darkness that had been her lifelong companion was nowhere to be seen?

"Uu...uuuu"

At first, it must have felt new.

There were so many things she had never experienced before.

And at the same time, frightening.

The unknown inherently evokes fear by its very existence.

If she had been even a slightly more mature spirit,

She wouldn't have been so overwhelmed with anxiety.

Unfortunately, she never had the opportunity to gain that maturity.

No one had ever existed by her side,

And there was no one to take care of her.

"Ow...uuu"

Filled with anxiety, she looks around.

Hoping that perhaps, even in this bright and beautiful world,

Her friend, the darkness, might be somewhere.

"...?"

And what appeared before her was a very familiar color.

Black, the symbol of darkness.

A very deep black at that.

Of course, the fact that the color was moving slightly was the catch.

"..."

She thought.

Could this be darkness?

Could this be the true form of her friend, darkness?

It had always been with her,

Had it followed her here to be with her again?

"..Yes!"

She was certain.
This was darkness.

It had come running to her because it couldn't forget her.

She was convinced.

"Hehee..."

So happy not to be alone in this world,

She writhed around for a while, but soon after,

Her finger, which had been bouncing excitedly, brushed against the nape of the darkness,

"Eek?"

And once again, her consciousness was pulled in.

This time, it felt like she was being pulled somewhere deeper.

"Uheeng..."

"...What is that?"

"...Heh?"

And when she opened her eyes again,

A gray woman was sitting gracefully before her.

Fiddling with the sparkling crystals around her.

It was the moment the imprinting phenomenon activated.

***

The Gray Dragon, Ibedia.

A dragon who once bore all the hatred and resentment of this world.

Long ago, they say a song circulated in a village.

'When injustice reaches its peak, it becomes resentment itself,

There is a gray dragon that follows the scent of that resentment.

A dragon born and living in piles of black ash.

As everyone resents her, she resents everyone.

Perhaps this cycle will continue forever~'

'Hey, what kind of lyrics are those? That's messed up..'

'Isn't it interesting? That wandering poet was talking about it.'

'...Who are you talking about?'

'Oh, there... Huh? They're gone?'

In truth, most of those lyrics are entirely accurate.

She hated the world. Because she was born with the title of demon.

Because everyone resented her, she decided to reject everyone.

She killed humans.
She devoured beasts.
She destroyed land and structures.

And she didn't hesitate to kill even other dragons.

She was literally a dragon walking the path of heresy.

She had never even imagined depending on someone,

Nor had she ever thought of living with anyone.

Even until her heart was pierced by the hand of that damned man.

...Is that why?

"No, I'm asking where you came from?!"

"Hehee..."

"Don't laugh!! What's so good..."

"Huhehiing!"

"...Fine, what am I even... Hey, don't go there!!"

The reason she couldn't communicate with the spirit in front of her now.

'...Am I lacking in communication skills?'

"Aheh!"

"Hey!!"

***

"Hehee"

"...What a mess this is."

To get to the point, it was very difficult.

Clearly, at first, she had intended to kill whoever it was immediately.

After all, even if it was informal, they were now her contractor.

Naturally, an intruder who barged into his mental world wouldn't be viewed kindly.

Well, actually, she felt more like her dwelling had been invaded.

'What bold bastard dares to barge in like this...!'

"Uheeng..."

"...What is that?"

But she never expected that the intruder would be a spirit.

Not a ghost, a god, or any other spiritual being,

But a spirit entering a mental world.

Of course, she knew it wasn't impossible,

But it certainly wasn't common.

Those high-and-mighty beings who only lend their power to people they like—

Why would they enter a human's mental world?

"Hey, little one. Why did you come here?"

In the past, she would have swallowed it whole without hesitation,

But now she showed the utmost courtesy.

Even using the spirit language she hadn't used for a very long time.

She didn't want her dwelling place to be damaged.

'...If something happens in this guy's mental world, I'm the only one who loses.'

"...Heh?"

But she had overlooked something—

That a spirit trapped in darkness for so long

Had only heard the common language spoken by people.

"...Hehuh!"

"Ah, for fuck's sake."

There was no way she could understand the spirit language, known for its complex pronunciation even among humans,

And suddenly she found herself in a situation where she couldn't do anything.

She was reluctant to share a space with a spirit that had appeared from who knows where,

But they couldn't communicate,

And it looked too young to kill without feeling some guilt.

"...Ah, right. There's that method."

"...?"

However, fortunately or unfortunately... this was a mental world.

If she kept searching, she would surely find memories or experiences related to language.

'And then I can extract just the language and inject it into her.'

Isn't this the true meaning of injection education?

After that, it was simple.

Since she had nothing but time after coming here.

It was all too easy to give injection education to a clueless little one.

"Ib!"

"Yes, that's better now."

Finally, she succeeded in raising this little one's intellectual level.

"..Mama?"

"What nonsense are you talking?!"

"Mama! Black!"

Though it seems some incorrect knowledge might have slipped in.

"Ah, finally I can ask you."

"...?"

"Little one, where did you come from? What's your name and how did you get here..."

That's when it happened.

The mental world where they were standing began to shake violently.

"Kyaaak!"

"Ah, damn... is this guy dying?"

"...Die?"

"...That's not good. If this guy dies, who knows how long I'll have to wait..."

Though she was still quite clumsy with language,

She now understood the meaning of simple words.

"...Die? Black die?"

"Hm? Who's Black?"

Death.
It was definitely a word she had learned.

'This... don't know...'

'...Hah, what is it... death?'

'Mm...'

'...Kids these days probably learn about this too.'

'Mm?'

'Ah, it's nothing. So what this means is...'

Mama had told her.

Death means that person goes to a place where you can never see them again.

"Black... leave?"

"...What is this..."

"Leave... me?"

No, she really didn't want that.

The thought of Black, who had always been by her side, leaving.

She hated it more than death.

"Black... I'll protect you...!"

Bang─

With a loud explosion, she disappeared in an instant.

"...Where the hell did this guy bring something like that from?!"

The dragon, suddenly left alone again, howled.

With a touch of anger.

***

"Don't... hurt Black."

"...Who the hell are you?"

Ch.127 - Possibility?
I definitely thought I had killed him.
I aimed for his neck without a single error.

If it wasn't my imagination,
he clearly couldn't react.

Even those impressive eyes of his
couldn't keep up with me,

and he simply offered his arm to me.

So I didn't doubt it.
No, I couldn't doubt it.

If my previous attack
was at 60% of my power,

this time I swung my sword with the clear intention to kill.

[Kill, kill, kill...]

*I know that already...!!*

[Kill, violate, destroy, ravage!!]

I didn't care if madness kept
screaming endlessly in my head.

I never once thought this power was safe anyway.

I was just satisfied with gaining power I could use right now.

Thanks to that, like this.
For the first and last time in my life,

I intended to make him kneel
and take his head.

Even if I became a Demonic human, I wanted to take
this guy's head as a trophy.

Even if I lost my sanity and became a Demonic human
who harmed civilians.

It would be enough as proof that I defeated him.

"Uwaaaaah!!!"

Yes, that's how it should have been.

The neck of a boy who wasn't fully grown
and had lost his right arm,

should have been easily taken with my current power.

"...Huh?"

"What the hell is this?!!"

If only my blade hadn't stopped
right in front of his neck.

That's definitely what would have happened.

Even now, whether the blade had slightly grazed him or not,

a small amount of blood was
trickling from his neck.

But I couldn't end his life, couldn't cut off his head.

He was still,
stubbornly alive.

Among all the people I've seen so far, he was the most stubbornly alive.

*Why... why are you still struggling?!*

I've become like this.
Yet you're still alive even in that state.

That fact was so displeasing to me that

I gritted my teeth and
poured in all my strength.

My target was his neck.
His complete death.

"Kuaaaaaaah!!!"

"...?"

But contrary to my wishes,

my blade didn't
budge at all.

As if his neck was harder than my sword.

"Jenisoooon..!!"

Not only did I grit my teeth and exert myself,

I even drew up all the energy
floating around inside my body,

but I could only cut in
a tiny bit.

Why?
Why can't I kill you?

Why can't I defeat you?

Just as these unbearably unpleasant thoughts flashed through my mind,

an arm emerged from
his neck.

From the very spot where I had been
desperately trying to thrust my sword.

"Don't... bully Kamang."

A slender, delicate arm emerged,
not looking particularly strong,

followed by a young girl
who popped out from inside his body.

A young girl who looked like she hadn't
even lived 15 years.

The only notable thing about her was
her black hair and eyes,
the same color as his.

That girl was now blocking my sword.

If only I could have cut a little deeper.

His neck would have already
been mine!

[Isn't it annoying? Isn't it annoying!!]

*...Kugh.*

[Kill, kill, kill.]

*Sh...shut up...!!*

[Break the arms, crush the legs, fill cups with eyeballs!!]

The voice of madness begins to dance
with my anger, making my heart pound
and my body move on its own.

All to kill everything in front of me.

"Diiiiiie all of youuuuu!!!"

[Kyahaha!! Yes, kill them all, every last one!!]

A body consumed by madness grants several times its normal strength,

and a mind stained with ecstasy and pleasure seeks only instinct.

Ah, a dream filled with malice.

A sweet dream that I never
want to wake from.

***

"Juuuuuuuuk!!!"

"Kamang... I'll protect you!!"

What is this situation?
I was certain I was dead.

Why am I still alive,
and who is this girl who popped out of my neck?

A girl who appears no more than
fifteen years old

jumped out of my body and
suddenly started fighting.

And quite skillfully at that.
As if this was perfectly natural.

"What are these... kugh..?!"

"Kamang!!"

Her slender arms turned black,
and then

black light poured from her palms.

A straight, deep, and dense
beam of black light.

It was a terrifyingly beautiful black light
that seemed too powerful to come from
a girl who looked less than 160cm tall.

"Where did this brat come from...!"

"...Eek, stay away!!"

"You die too!!"

The black light and the purple sword each danced their own new dance.

The purple blade continued to
distort in all directions,

and as if refusing to be outdone, with one delicate gesture of the girl's hand,

black arrows began firing
from everywhere.

Allen's single sword versus
the girl's dozens of arrows.

It was hard to predict which would win,

but at least in this moment,
quantity clearly trumped quality.

"Kuuugh..!"

"Eek..!"

Black arrowheads sank deep
into Allen's purple skin.

Chiiik... with a chilling sound.

Drip, drip.
The flesh where the arrows struck
melted and fell away,

and the ground where those flesh pieces
landed began to melt as well,

but his sword didn't stop.

For an ordinary person,
such wounds would cause immediate screaming,

and even knights with exceptional endurance
and pain tolerance,

or comparable beings,

surely... no, they should have at least paused momentarily.

Unless they were pathetic people who couldn't
control the weight of their sword.

They absolutely should have stopped.

"With... this..."

"Uhiaaah..!"

"Kuhehe... with something like this, you'll never kill me in a lifetime!!"

Instead, the speed of his sword dance
only accelerated further,

without the slightest hesitation.

Piiiiiii─

What woke me from this surreal situation
was the ringing in my ears, now worse than before,

and judging by the sticky fluid
in my ear canal,

my eardrum must be damaged as well.

No wonder the sounds had been
cutting out strangely.

I tried to get up, but my strength failed me.

My legs just trembled pitifully.

My head was spinning,
I'd already lost a significant amount of blood,

and my mana still wouldn't obey me.

*This is bad, if I stay like this I'll definitely die─*

"Brother...!"

"...Aria?"

Like a large dog running to its owner,
Aria ran toward me.

Except her expression wasn't one of welcome at all.

"Brother, your body... your body... mmph!"

"Shh..."

With my one remaining arm,
I quickly covered her mouth

and glanced toward the two still fighting.

*Fortunately, they don't seem to have heard.*

"Brother... your arm... the blood... mmph..."

"Don't make a fuss, Aria.
I'm still alive for now."

Though I don't know for how much longer.

In my current condition,
I could die at any moment.

No, even without that confidence,
I'll probably end up that way soon
due to blood loss.

"That's not what matters right now!!"

"Aria, tear my clothes and bind the wound."

"Brother!!"

"Quickly, we need to stop the bleeding."

"No, why are you...!!"

"...Ha, Aria. Step back now while you still can."

Right now, Aria was just an ordinary person
because of that mana restraint on her arm,

not part of our fighting strength.

That's why I wanted her to avoid this battle at all costs,

which is why I entrusted her
to Charlotte.

With the meaning: please protect her with all your might.

In her current state, even a flying
stone fragment could be life-threatening.

"I won't hear any objections, Aria. Quickly─"

"Be quiet and accept treatment, you."

"Huh?"

The Saintess's holy power, which had somehow
approached right next to me,
began flowing into my body.

That warm golden energy.

"Saintess, if you stay here, you too─"

"I know exactly what you're going to say."

"..."

"Someone has already interfered in this fight, haven't they?"

"..."

"I don't know who that little girl is, but this means there's no reason for us not to step in."

"..."

"This fight is no longer
yours alone."

"...But at least Aria─"

"Brother, I'm fine now too."

Aria's arm, which had been
stopping my bleeding just moments ago, turned toward me.

Her still-delicate wrist,
and the bracelet encircling it.

The bracelet, which gave off quite an unpleasant sensation,
dangled toward me.

"Did something happen to the mana restraint?"

"She said its effect would be weakened."

"...Who said?"

"I used some power."

"...Lady Charlotte?"

"Well, I've used those things
quite a bit before."

"..."

"I roughly know the formulas."

"..."

"So how long can you hold out?
I've already requested support."

"..."

"Or should we just run away..."

Hahaha...
This is so absurd it makes me laugh.

I wouldn't have minded running away.

That would be natural for anyone feeling fear.

*Or is that just my thinking?*

"Brother?"

"Does it hurt somewhere else?
Or are you in pain again..."

"...No, not particularly."

Turning my gaze to the black light
still flashing,

I thought.

This means there's still a possibility.

She said she requested support,
so soldiers should arrive soon.

Then what we need to do is obvious, isn't it?

"...I hope everyone survives."

"What? What did you..."

"Nothing, let's focus."

We just need to hold out.
Somehow, we just need to survive.

Yes, don't think about anything else,
just make that the top priority.

Yes, unless something else appears here...

We still had a chance.

***

"...Hmm?"

"What now, old geezer?"

"...Be quiet for a moment, you hag."

"Huh? This crazy old man still has the nerve to..."

"...Hmm, strange."

"...What is it? What's so strange?"

"Remember when I spread that poison long ago?"

"...Ah, the one you used on the 'sacrifice's' mother?"

"Yes, but in that process,
there was a guy I used a little..."

"...?"

"Why is the power I planted in his body
reacting now?"

"...I don't understand a word you're saying."

"Hmm."

"Hey, where are you going, old man?"

"With age comes... good intuition. I should go check."

"What? Where are you going?"

"To where that body is, where else?"

Ch.128 - In The Royal Palace...
Meanwhile, at the Royal Palace where the splendid banquet was still in full swing.

The people there were becoming thoroughly intoxicated.

Some were drunk on the beautiful and classical atmosphere of the banquet.

Others on the deep, rich alcohol and glistening food.

And yet others on the dreamlike encounters taking place there.

While everyone was becoming intoxicated for their own reasons,

There was only one person who remained sober.

"Hahaha, so as I was saying..."

"Oh... is that really what happened?"

"Of course it's—Y-Your Majesty?!"

"Haha, why so surprised?"

It was the host of this banquet and the one who sat on the empire's throne.

Siegfried Frabel.

"Y-Your Majesty, what brings you here?"

"Well... I just wanted to hear your stories. Nothing more."

"R-Really?"

"Yes, you tell quite interesting tales."

"Y-You flatter me!"

Just to avoid any misunderstanding,

Siegfried doesn't dislike banquets at all.

In fact, he rather enjoys them.

The reason he wasn't caught up in the atmosphere

Was simply because his attention was focused elsewhere.

*Viscount Jubru... unlike the rumors, he's quite vain.*

"Haha... Your Majesty, the food is delicious."

"Is it? I'm glad it suits your taste."

"Haha! It's a flavor I'll definitely want to experience again!"

*Hmm, and a bit of a sycophant too.*

He was currently going around the banquet hall, visiting each viscount and count one by one.

The reason was that he wanted to build connections for someone.

For the boy he had personally granted a title to, who might someday succeed Reindel.

*The dukes would be good too, but it's better to build relationships gradually.*

If he introduced someone too impressive from the start,

The boy would likely be looked down upon.

Well, not many would dare disrespect a child vouched for by himself.

But gossip always happens behind closed doors.

"Haha, I'll leave you to your conversations. I have matters to attend to..."

"A-Already?"

"Hmm? Why? Is there something else you wanted to say?"

"N-No!! Please have a peaceful evening."

Viscount Jubru smiled happily, unaware that he had already been crossed off in the Emperor's mind.

One wonders how many more audiences with the Emperor he would get.

*Well, that's not my concern.*

The Emperor coolly forgot about him and looked for someone else.

In the distance, Duke Renuel was engaged in casual conversation with several noble ladies,

And on the opposite side were the detestable Reinhardt and his followers.

Near the tables where food was displayed,

The owner of the Empire's foremost trading company,

Duke Iris, was carefully examining the food.

He was probably checking if any of it had commercial value.

That's why he kept adjusting his glasses.

And among those men with mustaches over there,

Duke Charlotte should be...

Gone?

"...Reindel."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Do you know where Duke Charlotte went?"

"I received a report that Duke Charlotte left the Royal Palace a short while ago..."

"..."

"...Is there a problem?"

Left the palace?
So suddenly?

A duke of a country not staying until the end of a banquet.

At least the man I know would never do such a thing.

He was someone who despised even the smallest gossip,

So he would never have acted this way.

...Is something happening?

"Reindel, what was he wearing?"

For a moment, an ominous thought crossed his mind,

But he tried to reassure himself that it couldn't be.

Among the dukes, he was one of the few with whom conversation was possible.

On the surface, he was the most gentle person.

But how many people knew his true nature?

That those gentle hands were stained with all kinds of blood,

And that those benevolent gazes were the product of remarkable acting skills.

Did they know?

*...Of course they wouldn't.*

"Your Majesty, we've just confirmed the Duke's attire."

"Yes, what was it?"

"...Well."

"...I hope my suspicion is wrong. Speak quickly."

"He was wearing... black clothes and a cloak."

Oh my.
This is the worst-case scenario.

He had always had a habit of wearing black clothes when he was going to kill someone.

So that blood splatter wouldn't be noticeable on his body.

And whenever that happened, there was always some commotion.

Like multiple dead bodies appearing on the streets.

Or a notorious noble family disappearing overnight.

Or a slave trading company being completely destroyed.

Incidents that were troublesome even for the imperial family to handle.

We cannot welcome his black clothes.

"...What is it this time?"

"..."

"Did anyone hear where he was heading or his destination?"

"No, I'm sorry..."

"Then at least tell me if he had companions, was anyone with him?"

"..."

"Speak, Reindel!"

After hesitating for a long time, Lord Reindel finally spoke.

As if he really didn't want to say these words.

"He took... the hounds with him."

"W-What?!"

The hounds,
Blades forged by the Charlotte family.

People raised solely for combat,

Their fighting abilities were unmatched.

The skill of a single hound was slightly superior to that of an average knight commander.

Duke Charlotte.
Was he himself not enough?

Who on earth could his opponent be?

"Did he leave any other message?"

"No, he didn't."

"...Tsk, I don't know what's going on, but..."

Today is going to be quite busy.
There will be a lot to deal with.

***

Meanwhile, at that same time,

The nobles continued drinking and chatting merrily.

In the middle of it all, looking rather displeased,

Duke Reinhardt stood proudly.

"He doesn't look like he's in a good mood at all."

"Indeed, if we approach him now, we might not even have bones left to bury."

"...Why did that brat say such things and create this situation?!"

His followers' guesses were accurate.

It was true that Duke Reinhardt was in a very bad mood.

In the past, he would have maintained his expressionless face,

But now his expression was clearly distorted enough for anyone to notice.

*...Insolent bastard, daring to speak such nonsense to me!*

Right now, the Duke was replaying the earlier situation in his mind.

While trying to contain his explosive anger.

He couldn't understand his son's behavior at all—not only failing to be grateful for his proposal,

But outright rejecting it without knowing his place—and it made his anger rise.

It was only natural for the inadequate to be eliminated.

Yet when he graciously tried to accept the boy back after he had grown,

The boy had the audacity to narrow his eyes and glare at him.

A boy who was far inferior to himself, both innately and through development.

*...Still, he certainly has some use left... yes, for now.*

"Um... Duke Reinhardt."

As he was trying to think about the benefits of having that boy return to the family,

While rubbing his face once,

Someone called his name.

Even though they surely knew his mood was foul.

"...If you have something to say, say it quickly."

It was annoying, but he couldn't just dismiss them.

After all, this nameless person was still a noble,

And even he, as a duke, couldn't act violently toward a noble without proper cause,

As it could tarnish his family's honor.

"I... this might be presumptuous..."

"Your introduction is too long. Get to the point."

"Duke Charlotte asked me to deliver a message to you."

"...Him? To me?"

His eyebrows furrowed once more.

An unexpected figure had appeared.

If it had been the Emperor, with whom he'd had friction earlier,

It might have been somewhat understandable.

"Are you certain it's from him?"

"Y-Yes..."

"...How strange. Well, let's hear it."

He brought the glass of alcohol in his hand to his lips,

Taking a sip.

In his current mood, he felt he couldn't endure without drinking.

"W-Well..."

"...Speaking quickly would be beneficial for your well-being."

He was already irritated, and now this person who had approached him

Kept stammering endlessly before him,

So he was starting to get truly annoyed.

"D-Duke Charlotte said to tell the Reinhardt family that he's sorry in advance!!"

"...What?"

In an instant, it vanished.
The irritation that had been so overwhelming just moments ago.

The problem was that it was replaced by an equal amount of suspicion.

"What. Does. That. Mean?"

"H-Hieek..."

"Say it again, properly."

"I-I really don't know anything else... he just asked me to deliver this message..."

Duke Charlotte.

There probably isn't a duke who doesn't know what kind of person he is.

After all, he had seen it once before.

How he carried out and handled his orders.

That scene was still unforgotten.

There truly was no mercy at his fingertips,

And since then, he too had begun to remove mercy from his methods.

*...But why would someone like him apologize to me in advance?*

Suddenly, his hair stood on end.

As if his subconscious had realized something.

His heart rang alarm bells, his skin crawled,

And a chilling sensation crept up his entire body.

He had definitely experienced this feeling before.

Ch.129 - It's Not Over Yet.
The clash of steel against steel rang out, accompanied by sparks and black light streaking across the sky. Among countless dark flashes, a purple light rose up, and from its center, a sword emerged.

"Aaaah... help me, Blackie!!"

"Wait, who are you exactly...?!"

With a clattering sound, I parried the sword aimed at the black girl. I still had no idea who this girl was or why she had emerged from my neck, but right now, I had no time to worry about such things.

"Guaaaaa!!!"

Even though I was certain I had blocked correctly, I was pushed back with our swords still locked together. The difference in physical ability alone was overwhelming me. With just this fact alone, I couldn't defeat him—at least not if I continued fighting like this.

"Huh...?"

"I'm over here... brother."

I deflected his purple sword upward slightly, its crude power barely missing as it grazed my hair.

Yes, I couldn't win. Not in a simple contest of strength. And unlike before, I couldn't fight endlessly either. My mana was still completely immobile.

*I closed the status window too quickly to see why...*

"Gruaaaah!!"

"...!"

Seemingly tireless, his blade came at me again. I readjusted my grip on my dagger and responded to his attack.

The key here was to pursue flow rather than force. Instead of confronting, I chose to deflect, and rather than deflecting, I chose to dodge.

To put it nicely, I was avoiding direct confrontation. To put it less kindly, I was just being a coward.

But what could I do? One needs to be alive to receive criticism. And in my current physical state, barely holding on was the best I could manage.

"You little rats!!!"

The one fortunate thing was that his sanity no longer seemed intact. His swordsmanship, which until recently had been sharp and structured, had completely devolved into chaos—that was the evidence.

"Aaaaargh!!!"

"Hngh...!"

Compared to before, his swordsmanship was now incredibly sloppy—just striking, swinging, and slashing without technique—but his tremendously enhanced physical abilities more than made up for it.

Even just deflecting his attacks made my wrists throb unbearably.

"The primordial light protects the children of this land..."

Somehow sensing my condition, warm holy power began flowing into my body, attempting to restore my wrists to normal.

To be honest, I still wasn't comfortable with holy power, but in a situation like this, I had to accept it, however reluctantly.

With my wrists now completely healed, I deflected another attack and continued to draw his attention. In that brief moment, a hole appeared in his neck.

"Gueeh... grurk?"

"Huh? What the hell, why aren't you dead yet?!"

Of course he wouldn't die. He had survived that earlier arrow barrage.

If he could die from just having his neck pierced, this wouldn't be so troublesome.

"Geeeeh... uuugh!!"

"Wait, be careful—"

I let my guard down for a moment. I shouldn't have done that.

Was I still unconsciously comparing him to a human?

Seeing his neck pierced, I briefly thought, "We're safe." Even creatures with excellent regeneration shouldn't be able to move immediately after having their necks pierced.

So I lowered my guard, and because of that, I missed his movement.

In the briefest moment—the time it takes to blink once—the sword that had been in front of me disappeared.

And it reappeared right in front of Charlotte, accompanied by that hideous roar.

"My lady!! Watch out...!"

"How can something that big move so fast...?!"

"Gaaaack!!!"

She quickly pulled out her dagger after assessing the situation, but his blade was already aimed at her neck.

"Saintess!! A barrier—"

"I can't...! There's no time for an incantation...!"

Clang—
Crash—

Ah, too late.

As her dagger collided with Allen's sword, the sound of a blade breaking echoed around us.

"Ah."

Her brief cry of despair reached my ears clearly, and Allen's sword didn't stop.

It continued targeting her neck.

In that moment, only one thought crossed both her mind and ours:

Her death. Nothing else.

Even the shortest spell required casting time, and now, having lost her dagger, she had no visible way to survive the attack.

Neither I nor the Saintess could attempt anything—the distance to her was too great, the remaining time too short.

And with no mana, there was nothing I could do.

BOOM!!

"Gu... guruaaaaargh!!"

That's when it happened—when the massive explosion sounded.

Looking up in surprise at the sound that seemed to shake the earth, I saw that Allen's sword arm was no longer visible.

It looked as if it had been torn off, leaving only a terrible wound.

"Huh? I'm... alive?"

"Quickly, get up and move away...!"

"Pinku!! Stop bullying!!"

A barrage of large fireballs struck him, followed by a flurry of black light.

Come to think of it, I'd forgotten in all the chaos—Aria's mana was usable again.

And at quite a significant level at that.

Her current level was probably beyond that of most Academy students.

She who always held back was now fighting with everything she had.

"I've become too weak, even considering these restraints..."

"..."

"At this level, I can't help brother at all...!"

I could hear her muttering from here.

Honestly, if your level of magical power isn't helpful, then getting involved in such a situation was probably a mistake to begin with.

Logically, situations where a mage of her caliber wouldn't be helpful were quite rare, but she didn't seem to think so right now.

"Bad person!!"

"Gruuuaaah...!!"

"Mama said bad people need to be punished!!"

And for good reason—black beams of light were still being freely fired right in front of her.

Black rays that melted anything they touched, their terrifying and brutal power concentrated on a single point.

"It huuuurts!!!"

And Aria was watching this scene intently.

For someone who took pride in her magic, it was unacceptable.

A child who looked younger than her—at best the same age—was casting spells stronger than hers and maintaining them longer.

For someone with exceptional talent who hadn't neglected her efforts, the situation was utterly shocking.

*Where did a child like that come from...?*

"It huuuurts!!!"

"Even... even if you say it hurts, I won't stop!!"

*At this rate, I'll just be a burden to brother again...*

"Aria!!"

But such thoughts were poison on the battlefield.

In a place where a single moment's contest could cost a life, to lose focus in self-reproach was absolutely unacceptable.

But lacking combat experience, this was unfamiliar territory for her.

And so she had to pay the price with her body.

"A... riaaaagh!!!"

"...Huh?"

Allen's sword, charging forward despite his melting body, struck her.

"Sword strike" wasn't usually an appropriate expression, but in this case, no other words could describe it better.

"Kyaaah!!"

"...?"

Though the blade of the sword clearly touched her body, instead of being cut, she was sent flying into the wall.

"The primordial light protects the children of this land...!"

Thanks to the Saintess's holy power enveloping her body just before Aria could be completely bisected.

Of course, there was no way to offset the force applied to her body, so she still flew into the wall.

At least she was alive, which was something to be grateful for in this situation.

"A... riaaaagh!!"

At the same time, the madness rampaging through Allen's mind began whispering to him endlessly:

To disobey his father's orders,
To break free from his shadow,
How long would he remain a puppet of the family?

It tempted him to do things he would never have dared when he was a sane human.

It told him he could do it now, and already dominated by madness, he couldn't resist the temptation.

His father, Duke Reinhardt's order was to protect Aria if anyone tried to take her away.

[Break it, the order, kill her, that woman, completely, liberation, from the family!!]

*Ah... haha... yes, that's what I should do.*

[Yes! Mutilate, slaughter, chaos!!]

*Yes, that's how, the Duke, will acknowledge, me?*

[That's right! Accept, me, more!!]

*Yes, that's what, I must, do, absolutely.*

The madness whispering endlessly in his mind smiled slyly.

His heart, which until just moments ago had been trying, however slightly, not to abandon his humanity...

Now, it had finally fallen.

At least for now, it wasn't yet time for the tide to turn.

Ch.130 - Is This Really The End?
The situation began to take an even more dramatic turn.

Because Allen's appearance started to change once again.

Crack, crackle.
A chilling sound just to hear.

Flesh twisting against flesh
Bones breaking against bones.

Such eerie sounds
began to come from Allen's body

Jenison immediately
threw the dagger in his hand.

Whether it was a rational decision
or just an instinctive action, I don't know

But he had only one thought in mind.

That he had to kill him
right now, no matter what.

If he didn't,
a vague anxiety that he would be
the one to die instead

began to ring the alarm bells of his survival instinct.

He threw the dagger in his hand
without a moment's hesitation.

The only weapon he had left,
since his mana wouldn't move freely and he couldn't create more.

That desperately,
he hoped and prayed.

That this dagger would cut
the lifeline of his brother
who had now abandoned his humanity.

He hoped and prayed, clinging to a thread of hope.

Squelch—

The purple skin, which had been
growing darker, was pierced.

By a single dagger with a chillingly honed edge.

The dagger plunged
deep into his chest.

For an ordinary person,
the blade would likely get caught on the ribs,
preventing it from going in deep

But Allen's body was
in the process of complete reconstruction.

Far from getting caught,
the blade slid in even more smoothly

And now the dagger was
deeply embedded inside him
with only the handle remaining visible.

"Now!!"

At the same time,
Jenison's signal rang out

And as if following his cue,
golden flames began to
burn fiercely behind him.

"The light of EL shall become
the comet that drives away evil..."

A single spear burning golden,
as if containing all the holy power
of the Saintess.

Only one character was
engraved on the shaft.

Destruction (滅)

A single character expressing the will
to destroy all evil things in this world.

The Holy Spear, a sacred relic
given to the church and
also a high-level artifact.

The Holy Spear of Destruction, Gungnir.

It was now aimed at a single Demonic human.

"Huff... huff..."

"Saintess, you seem to be under a lot of strain..."

It was true.

No matter how much extraordinary
holy power she possessed,

Gungnir was, after all,
a sacred relic containing the direct power of god.

She, whose body was merely
that of a weak human,

could not use this spear without considerable burden.

A powerful penalty ranging from unconsciousness to death at worst.

It could only be used once,

required a minimum preparation time,

and she was now handling an item
that could potentially lead to death.

"Hngh... huff..."

"...Saintess?"

"D-don't worry about me... just protect me...!"

The reason she carried this spear
for self-defense was
actually quite simple and obvious.

If she could endure all those penalties,

it could demonstrate power stronger
than any magic or attack.

If she poured all the holy power
remaining in her body into it,

she could demonstrate attack power
equivalent to at least 9th tier magic.

She was trying to recreate here
the power of 9th tier magic,
which they say only an extremely
small number of humans can use.

"Grk... GUAAAHHH!!"

"It's coming...!"

But naturally,

no enemy would quietly watch
and kindly wait,

and this applied to Allen... no,
the Demonic human who was busy
taking control of the body.

"KRAAAHHH!!"

The skin, now turned deep purple-blue, began to bulge.

As if some small alien-like
creature was trying to burst out.

Thump, thump—
Bulge, bulge

The purple skin that had been
constantly writhing suddenly,
for a brief moment,

stopped its vibration.

"KESHAAAHHH!!"

"...Damn, what is that?!"

Immediately, holes began to
form all over his skin

and something started to launch out.

Disgusting creatures with cylindrical bodies stretched out, no eyes, nose, mouth, or legs,

just tiny thorn-like teeth
covering the front of their bodies.

Yes, if one were to compare their appearance,
they might think of caterpillars,

"KERYAAAHHH!!"

but their aggressiveness was nothing alike.

I guarantee that being bitten just once
by those teeth dripping with green saliva

would certainly cause considerable damage.

"Rise, Plague Ghosts"

But having no intention of falling
to such things,

the girl now summoned.

Those who should not exist
and should not be in this world.

"Grrrr...?"

"KERAAAHHH...!"

Plague Ghosts

Vengeful spirits who died unjustly,
unable to leave descendants,
transformed into evil spirits.

If the Hungry Ghosts she summoned earlier
had the power to devour everything,

these were closer to the giving side.

Of course, that wasn't
exactly a normal thing.

"Grr...? KERAAAHHH!!"

"Kara... KYAAAHHH...!"

Plop—

With the sound of something
dropping heavily onto the dirt

one of the insects that had been
flying toward the girl just moments ago died instantly.

Covered in red spots all over its body.

"Grk...?!"

"GRYAAAHHH!!"

Plop, plop.

The caterpillars that had been
freely roaming the air as if it were their home
began to drop one after another.

One died with its dark body completely stiffened,

another died foaming at the mouth,

and one flying in the distance was showing whitish spots.

"...."

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

The ability of the Plague Ghosts,

was literally to spread.

All the plagues that exist in this world.

Even humans would die silently if infected,

and these mere caterpillars couldn't possibly survive such diseases.

"Kerk... KSHAAAHHH!!"

"Ha, how much longer...!"

Yet she wasn't given time to rest.

She could summon only one Plague Ghost.

In contrast, insects were still emerging from the Demonic human's body.

With so many in number and quantity,
as if there was a breeding ground inside his body,

there was no sign of the insects stopping,

so gradually, she had no choice
but to be pushed back.

"Ah... really... so annoying...!"

Whoosh—
KABOOM——

But the battle was still evenly matched.

The echoes scattered by the black light began to spread,

and chain explosions began to occur randomly
as if a fuse had been lit somewhere.

"I've had enough of these bugs!!"

"I can... do this too...!"

With every movement of the fingers
of the two black-haired girls,

black light and flames surged.

When the eerie black flash,
which could melt anything it touched,
swept through a swarm of insects,

a beautiful dance of red flames followed.

Boom boom boom—
KWAAAANG—

Magic skills that didn't match their age at all.

Even in a situation where she couldn't
demonstrate her full abilities due to the mana restraints,

she was giving it her all.

*I'll... definitely be helpful this time...!*

Even as cold sweat poured down
and her whole body began to ache,

she didn't stop casting magic.

She flicked her fingers, moved them,
and drew in the air without pause,

and various spells exploded in the air accordingly.

4th Tier Magic [Illusory Rain of Fire]

5th Tier Magic [Thin Icicles Adorning the Sky]

4th Tier Magic [Lightning Bolt]

There was no special reason for this behavior.

She simply didn't want to
stop what she was doing now.

That was all.

She didn't want to carry a lifetime of scars
because of a moment's hesitation.

She decided not to hesitate anymore.

Even if it meant wearing down her own body, she would definitely.

"KYAAAHHH!!"

"...Grrrr!"

As if her determination had been conveyed,

for a fraction of a moment,
the insects stopped moving.

As if warning them not to approach any further, that they would die needlessly.

No matter how hideous these creatures appeared,

they were fundamentally living beings.

Their survival instinct was desperately warning them.

As if telling them not to approach recklessly.

"Huh? Those things stopped?"

"Haa... haa... is it... over?"

While everyone was catching their breath
for a brief moment, watching the insects
that were collapsing one after another from their attacks,

one man didn't join them.

"I'll borrow this."

"Huh, my dagger...?!"

Rather than leading the charge.

Always think ahead.
One of the phrases ingrained in his mind.

A phrase he had heard relentlessly
and which had helped him countless times.

The thought that crossed his mind,
which was constantly thinking ahead, was just one:

When the enemy hesitates,
kill without hesitation.

"KRYAAAHHH...?!"

"KYAAAHHH!!"

Slice, slice—
The insects began to be dismembered.

By a man who had fearlessly jumped into the swarm of insects.

Cutting, slicing, chopping, crushing,
severing, pulling out, squashing,
stomping, stabbing, twisting, tearing.

Not the elegant and noble swordsmanship that other nobles typically learn,

but movements closer to the desperate
struggles of someone fighting to survive.

Only then did the battle become evenly matched.

"Hnngh... ugh..."

"Grrrrrr..."

Now the outcome depended on
who would be faster.

Whether the Saintess's Holy Spear
would be thrown at the Demonic human first.

Or whether the Demonic human's
body transformation would be completed first.

No one could rashly predict
the outcome of this battle,

they could only wait quietly.

For her sake, who was still sweating profusely.

"Um... how long do we... have to hold out?"

"Huff... the Saintess needs to gather her strength..."

"Hnnngh...!!"

"...Huh?"

That's when it happened.

A halo began to shine behind the Saintess.

Above her head, a spear that had
turned pure white was floating,

"The light of EL descends upon this land... may all that is evil be purified!"


With those words,
the spear shot up into the sky.

At a speed invisible to the eye.

"W-wait, where is it going?"

"...Don't tell me she failed—"

"...Wow, a shooting star!!"

"Ah, I don't think that's it."

And then the spear began to descend straight back down.

Drawing a trajectory with beautiful light.

With sacred flames on its blade.

It began to plunge down.

[Ah, finally...!]

"...I almost feel sorry for him?"

"I... not really..."

[...?]

The Demonic human, who had finally
completed his body transformation,
slowly raised his head,

but it was already too late.

The spear that had been hovering in the air
had already reached right above his head.

Whoosh—
Shaaaang—

"GYAAAHHH...!!"

"KSHAAAHHH...!!"

"Ugh... that's disgusting!!"

With a tremendous boom,
holy power began to be released.

The amount was so overwhelming
that it purified all the surrounding insects and more.

Literally, it could be called the declaration of a sacred domain.

It was one of the benefits after activating Gungnir.

"...Did we get him?"

"...."

As the dust settled,
a large hole had been blown in the ground,

and in the center of it,
only the shaft of the spear stood tall.

Having pierced through the head of Allen,
no longer a Demonic human.

"Haaa... it's... over."

"S-Saintess? She fainted...!"

"Ha... haha, somehow we survived."

"...That was certainly a thrilling experience."

"There's a limit to how thrilling things should be!!"

Just as relief washed over them
at having survived and the battle being over,

right above Gungnir, which was still
standing upright in the ground,

space began to distort.

"...Hey, what's that now?"

"N-no way, is he still alive...?!"

[No, this one is definitely dead.]

"Ah, that's a relief... huh?!"

[Tsk tsk, dying before becoming complete, how pitiful.]

Perhaps the battle wasn't over yet.

Ch.131 - Pride (1)
Everyone in the room instinctively stepped back.

They couldn't exactly explain why.

It just felt like they should.

"Hmm... it's been a while since I've met humans."

A black robe suddenly appeared in the empty air.

It didn't take long for a hand to emerge from within that robe.

Along with a completely faded bronze ring.

"...Certainly cumbersome, even if I need to hide my identity."

Eventually, that skeletal hand reached for the robe covering his face.

As he removed the black robe that had been tightly wrapped around his body,

His still-chilling voice echoed throughout the room

And the face that had been completely hidden within the black robe began to reveal itself.

"Hmm, this is certainly more comfortable."

The old man's face was quite different from what I had expected.

He had short, snow-white beard and hair,

And I noticed a monocle that seemed like something out of a novel.

At first glance, his appearance seemed unremarkable.

Yet, somehow, he felt deeply unsettling.

Though visibly he had a build similar to mine.

No, he actually looked smaller than me.

But his gaze seemed to exist above me.

As if he could look down on everything.

"Hmm, it wouldn't be bad to personally take care of that one's corpse."

However, he never once turned his gaze toward us,

And once again, his body moved somewhere else.

Toward the large hole created by the Saintess's attack just moments ago.

"Well, even though he's dead, he was originally my power."

"..."

"A human who once received my power makes for a good sample."

As he observed the Demonic human, who now had only a head remaining,

He started saying strange things like "my power" and "sample."

And even in this situation, he showed no interest in us whatsoever.

As if we were just decorative screens in the room.

No, more precisely, he seemed to have no interest at all.

Like how a predator, no matter how tame or aged,

Shows no interest in catching insects.

He was acting as if we weren't even visible.

"...Do you know that old man?"

Sino Charlotte, who had been standing right next to that old man until just now.

She too must have sensed something unsettling about him,

As she approached me and gently grabbed my sleeve.

With her trembling hand.

"...I don't know him."

"But...how did he get in here..."

Yes, that was strange too.

If you stopped anyone walking on the street and asked them,

99 out of 100 people would say his attire was suspicious,

And he used a method that clearly suggested an intent to intrude.

To enter a duke's mansion?

And that old man who seemed quite aged?

It would be impossible for an ordinary person.

Yes, if that old man were an ordinary person.

"...That can't be."

"Huh? What did you say?"

An old man who suddenly appeared from empty space,

Who exudes such an unsettling aura despite being so far away,

Cannot possibly be an ordinary person. Absolutely not.

"Nothing... let's just back away."

"Yes, I'll take care of the Saintess..."

I thought it was fortunate, at least.

He wasn't paying any attention to us at the moment.

Whether he simply had no interest or was deliberately avoiding looking at us, I didn't know,

But we had no reason to get involved with him.

I was planning to quietly retreat with the Saintess.

After all, my goal from the beginning was just to rescue Aria.

I tried to convince myself that whatever happened in this mansion from now on had nothing to do with me.

"Where do you think you're going?"

Until that skeletal hand, so thin it felt like nothing but bone,

Grabbed my shoulder.

"Ugh...?!"

The grip strength from those thin fingers was unbelievably powerful,

And for my body, already exhausted to its limits,

It was an overwhelmingly effective force.

But gritting my teeth, I summoned every last bit of strength I had left to move.

This wasn't an action born from any thought in that moment,

But one driven purely by instinct,

"Stay still."

And my impudent action was instantly stopped.

Without anyone's interference or intervention.

"...?"

"You just stay still."

"W-wait, what are you trying to—"

"I can verify things perfectly well on my own."

As soon as he finished speaking, the air around us grew heavy.

As if weight had been added to space itself.

"W-wait, what are you doing—"

"...Stay still."

"Kyaaah..."

And this phenomenon wasn't happening just to me.

Sino, who had come forward to help me as I suddenly collapsed,

And Aria, who was worried about the Saintess who had suddenly fainted.

Everyone felt as if something was pressing down on them from above,

Unable to move from where they stood,

While only the old man walked around freely.

"Originally, I just came because I was curious about who activated my power."

"...Huff... huff."

"I didn't expect to find you here."

"Do you... know me?"

"Hmm...? Pu... puhahahahaha!!"

The old man burst into laughter as if something was incredibly amusing.

Tears even began to form at the corners of his wrinkled eyes.

"How could I not know you, of all people?!"

"...?"

"Ah... perhaps you haven't heard?"

"...Heard what?"

"Hmm... but that doesn't seem right...
The mouths of [Envy] and [Greed] aren't that tight..."

"..."

An uneasy feeling began to creep up from within my chest.

This filthy feeling, as if I shouldn't hear any more of his words.

It was a first in my life.

To feel such revulsion at someone's words.

During that brief moment of silence, I considered covering my ears several times,

But unfortunately, it didn't take long for his mouth to open again.

"Didn't they tell you?"

"...?"

"That your mother's death was neither coincidence nor fate."

I had heard it before.
Clearly.

And, all too cruelly, I began to guess his identity.

"...Hmm, you still don't understand?"

"..."

"Can't be helped."

With those words, the old man tossed the black robe that still wrapped his body into the air.

He still exuded a considerable sense of displeasure.

"Pride, one of the Seven Deadly Sins, that is my title and name..."

At that moment, a single scene flashed through my mind.

Jil, my former junior who had seized the position of Envy, that bastard.

I had definitely heard that name in a conversation with him.

"I am the one who drove your mother to her death."

BOOM—

At that moment, the ground exploded and dust violently rose up.

***

"Oh... how are you able to move?"

"..."

"Hmm, have you already lost your reason?"

"..."

"Well, your mental strength was already at its limit for a while now."

A small dagger dances. With the sole determination to completely kill its opponent.

Eyes, nostrils, heart, carotid artery, and more.

Places that would certainly kill if struck properly just once.

Even parts that would definitely cripple at the very least.

The small blade rushed toward these targets, but it never made contact.

A distance of just one finger joint.

That was the current distance between the old man's skin and the blade,

And it was the distance that had been and would continue to be maintained.

"Why do you think that is?"

"..."

"Normally, you would have killed me several times over."

"..."

"Why doesn't it reach me now? Aren't you curious?"

He takes one step forward.

Completely ignoring the small blade in front of him.

"Because you are weaker than me."

"..."

"Did you think you were strong just because you killed those two?"

"..."

"Did you think you were special, great, and extraordinary?"

The corners of the old man's mouth rise toward the sky again.

An expression that seemed to say he couldn't contain his amusement.

Though he tried to hold back his laughter, it seemed impossible,

As he continued to look down at the boy in front of him, laughing until his sides hurt.

"Kukukuk... you should say something that makes sense."

"..."

"You're just someone who needs to quietly offer up your body, nothing more."

"..."

"A sacrifice, nothing more and nothing less—how could someone like you possibly be strong?!"

"..."

"As proof, like this..."

Finally, the old man's blood formed on the boy's blade.

Though it was just a tiny amount, it was definitely the old man's blood.

Yet the boy wasn't happy at all.

Because this drop of blood was merely something that old man had "deliberately" allowed.

The old man, who had slightly brushed past the boy's blade, moved even closer to him.

Casually ignoring the people still lying around them.

"Your mother's killer is right in front of you, yet you can do nothing?"

"You... fucking bas—!!"

"How boring."

BANG—
The boy's body slams into the ground.

As if gravity was intensified only for him.

"I even gave you motivation..."

"..."

"But nothing has changed. How truly uninteresting."

"Kuh... ack..."

"Tsk, at this rate, I can't even conduct a proper test."

Stroking his chin a few times, enjoying the feel of his beard, the old man

Took out a glass bottle from his chest.

A glass bottle containing a suspiciously blue liquid.

Seeing it tightly sealed with a cork stopper, its contents seemed extremely suspicious,

And with that, the old man

Approached the boy still pinned to the ground.

"Your mana remains immovable because of my power."

"..."

"Even though you're a pathetically weak fellow, you were still a Demonic human who used my power."

"..."

"...Hmm, the hostility in your eyes is quite fierce."

Despite being unable to do anything.

With a slight sneer, the old man mocked the boy mercilessly,

And simultaneously forced the glass bottle into the boy's mouth.

The glass bottle containing that suspicious liquid,

Which he had taken out from his suspicious chest pocket just moments ago.

Ch.132 - Pride (2)
Pride

The absence of humility, looking down on others with excessive arrogance.

*...No matter how I look at it, they're utterly inferior.*

The old man's mindset was the very embodiment of pride itself.

He found everything in this world displeasing.

Unable to survive without consuming something,
Unable to move without taking even a moment's rest,
Always having plans ruined by something intangible.

Yes, by things like love or friendship—those emotions.

Even the boy lying before him was a perfect example.

Why couldn't they understand their grand purpose?

To reiterate, the intention of the one they served
Was never the extinction of humanity.

Rather, by eliminating all evil people,
They would remove the waste called "evil" from the world,

A kind of purification process, one might say.

It was closer to a noble cause—protecting humanity and saving the world.

Yet why did this boy continue to oppose them?

Of course, he knew the reason.

*Nothing but pathetic vengeance.*

Hatred toward those who had made his life this way.
Resentment at being suddenly summoned here from his peaceful existence and forced to repeat death.

All these feelings combined to create that pitiful emotion called vengeance.

Without even understanding how his actions affected the world.

*How base, truly.*

The old man found the boy's behavior deeply displeasing.

One person above, ten thousand below.

In the old man's world, there was always only one supreme being,
And all other creatures existed solely to serve that being and himself.

This applied without exception, even to those in his own order.

He worked and planned with them only for efficiency's sake,
Never once considering them as comrades.

*Thinking about it makes this wretch even more unforgivable.*

If only this boy had quietly cooperated with our noble cause.

There would have been no need to associate with such inferior beings,
The one he so faithfully followed would have already revealed himself,
And this world would have been purified long ago.

"Haa... haa..."

"...I truly don't understand what meaning your life has."

Inferior and wretched, unable to survive without others,
Always depending on others and acting on emotion,

What meaning could such a pathetic, miserable life have
That you show such intense hatred toward us who are trying to save the world?

You should be proud to have been chosen as that person's vessel.

In truth, if the old man could, he would gladly offer his own body to that person.

Haah...
With a deep sigh, he looked at the boy still lying beneath him.

For someone who had fought a fully formed Demonic human, his body appeared surprisingly intact.

But inside, something different was visible.

*...It seems I attacked this wretch without fully containing my energy.*

Seeing the Demonic human born from his energy, it was almost certainly the case.

After all, his energy was like pure poison to ordinary creatures.

Clearly, a human who hadn't fully become a Demonic human
Had somehow managed to handle his energy and launch an attack.

If he had become a complete Demonic human,
Far from spreading this energy around,
He could have handled this boy easily without using any energy at all.

"...Tsk, thinking about it irritates me even more."

"..."

"What does the master see in someone like you?"

"..."

"Even though the mana circulation was blocked, to struggle against such a pathetic opponent."

Though he wanted nothing more than to kill this boy right now,
He couldn't dare take the life of the master's vessel on his own authority.

Besides, it wasn't time yet...

"Haah... why does the master test me like this..."

"Kuh... huh..."

Tsk.
Having to leave unharmed someone who irritated him so much just by existing.

And there was still work to be done.

Specifically, he needed to extract his remaining energy from the boy's body.

Honestly, leaving it as is wouldn't matter much,
But his energy couldn't coexist within the master's vessel.

That would be disrespectful and blasphemous to the master.

"You can hear me anyway, even in that state."

"..."

"Well, crawling on the ground suits you better anyway."

"..."

"I'm going to free one of your arms now."

"..."

"Then all you need to do is open that glass vial and drink what's inside."

"..."

"Though your eyes are extremely unpleasant, I'll overlook it for now."

As soon as the old man's bony hand moved through the air,
The boy's fingers began to twitch.

His eyes remained filled with intense hatred.

"Now, quickly drink that—"

"Kuh... ack!"

"...Can't you understand what I'm saying?"

The boy's hand reached for the old man's trouser leg,
But was immediately stopped.
In an instant.

"...Hmm, have your eardrums degenerated from inferiority?"

"...Bullshit... idiot."

"...Your language is vulgar as well."

Finding something amusing, the boy began to giggle.
A complete reversal from moments ago.

"Why the... fuck would I want that?"

"...I don't understand."

"...?"

"I thought humans were social animals."

"..."

"Yet you think only of yourself."

"...What?"

The boy's voice began to tremble.

As if he had heard something he shouldn't have.

His pupils shrank as if from great shock,
And the light disappeared from his irises.

That dark luster that the old man had thought quite beautiful.

"You don't even understand the meaning of what we're doing."

"..."

"If someone like you sacrifices himself, everyone will be happy."

"..."

"Your one life could bring happiness to everyone around you."

"..."

"Why won't you sacrifice yourself?
Shouldn't you volunteer, considering it an honor?"

The boy's pupils trembled even more,
But the old man paid no attention.

He truly believed this was how things should be.

From the beginning, he cared nothing for other people.

After all, this world was made by that person,
Other creatures were merely byproducts supporting that person,
And his role was to assist that person in purifying this world.

The process would clearly not be smooth,
But what did it matter?

They were all just byproducts anyway.

"That person personally chose someone like you."

"..."

"Normally, wouldn't you be grateful, even bowing in thanks?"

"..."

"Giving meaning to your meaningless life."

Crash—

As soon as he finished speaking, the glass vial in the boy's mouth shattered.

Because the boy could no longer contain his anger and clenched his jaw.

Crunch, crunch—

"Oh?"

"..."

Though blood was already streaming from his mouth due to the glass shards,
The boy didn't stop there.

Instead, he began chewing even more mercilessly.

"...I told you to drink it, not eat it that way."

"..."

"Honestly, I'm surprised.
You should be quite proud."

"..."

"...Let's see how long you can maintain that look in your eyes."

The old man's foot began to gently crush the boy's hand.

Simply because he was in a bad mood.

As if saying: you inferior, wretched creature have no right to look at me.

"..."

But the boy's expression showed no sign of changing.

Even as the old man's heel dug into the back of his hand.
Even as the glass fragments he continued to chew stabbed his gums.
Even as the enraged old man slammed his head harder into the ground.

The boy's expression and gaze remained unchanged.

He just endlessly chewed the glass vial.

"Your way of expressing anger is quite peculiar."

"..."

"Well, since your body won't move, it must be difficult to properly express your anger."

"..."

"Your body is already broken, and no mana is coming out."

"..."

"Hmm... still."

The old man's bony finger thrust into the boy's mouth.

Very deeply and roughly.

Chomp—

As expected, the boy's teeth bit down on the old man's finger.

With enough force to tear flesh, crush muscle, and break bone if he were an ordinary person.

The desperate struggle of a man who had lived his entire life under oppression.

A desperate movement expressing the frustration of being unable to express all his accumulated resentment,
And the vivid sense of the injustice of his life.

But the old man continued speaking, unconcerned.

"Your body is no longer yours alone..."

"..."

"You should treat it more carefully—"

At that moment, the old man's finger was severed.

By an attack that came from nowhere.

"...?!"

But the boy wasn't the source of the attack.

The old man couldn't have missed a movement from the boy right in front of him.

Rather, judging from the cut surface, it came from behind...

"Is it you?"

"...?"

"The bastard who touched my daughter."

A man's figure appeared from the black shadows.

The old man tried hard to recall who he was.

Pink hair was uncommon in this empire,
And men capable of cutting off his wrist were even rarer.

He thought he could remember if he just thought a little more.

If only his wrist hadn't been cut off again at that moment.

"...I should ask your name. What is it?"

"You don't need to know, and I have no intention of telling you."

It was a meeting between the empire's official assassin and the heretic of Pride.

Ch.133 - Genius Means A Monster In Human Form.
"You're here. Have you finished your training?"

"..."

"Still silent as ever. Do you hate us that much?"

"...Wouldn't you hate yourself in my position?"

There was a hint of regret on his face—a look completely unsuited for an assassin. Especially for someone who kidnapped orphans to raise them as killers.

"...No, I suppose you can't help but hate me."

"You understand well."

"Yes, I do understand."

With those words, he slowly rose from his seat, leaving behind the book and quill pen he had been using to write something with a scratching sound. His eyes, filled with regret, looked at me.

"Be ready. I won't give you time to prepare."

"..."

"I hope you survive today as well."

That day, I was beaten like a dog again. All under the pretext of "training."

***

"Cough... cough...!!"

"I'm glad you survived another day."

"...Fuck, you're the one who beat me half to death."

The coughing erupting from my throat and the blood I was spitting up told me everything about my current physical condition. All of it mixed with my sweat, creating an extremely unpleasant smell, but he didn't seem bothered by it. He just sat back in his seat and picked up his pen again without saying a word.

"...Fuck, how long do I have to keep doing this?"

The words burst out of me. I, who until recently had been a modern person. A sentence filled with complaints, grievances, resentment, and hatred about why I was receiving such outdated training in such an outdated place.

"Until you can survive with dignity."

He responded to my complaints without much reaction, the scratching sound of his quill continuing.

"Fuck, and when will that be?!"

His lack of response drove me even crazier. It was as if he was saying that no matter what I did, nothing would ever change. That this hellish routine—receiving this shitty training in this shitty place every day, forcing down food that even a dog wouldn't look at, and dragging my exhausted body to bed at night—would never change. Out of fear and frustration, I shouted even more angrily.

"When you become reasonably strong."

"What's the standard for 'reasonably'?!"

"At least stronger than Number 19, I suppose."

"...That's bullshit."

Number 19. A girl my age who had defeated an instructor. She hadn't received training for some time now because even the instructors couldn't handle her. I'd only heard about her; I'd never actually seen her skills, but when instructors occasionally mentioned Number 19 with fear in their voices, it was clear she was far beyond the skill level of anyone our age.

"Are you crazy? How am I supposed to beat that monster?!"

"Monster... is it."

"What, should I call her a genius instead? That monster?"

"Genius... that's accurate."

Scratch, scratch—

The sound of the quill pen that drove me crazy continued to echo, and for the first time today, the corners of his mouth, which hadn't moved once until now, finally moved.

"She is indeed a genius. A genius at killing people."

"I know, that's why I'm saying lower the fucking bar!!"

"Then do you know how geniuses behave?"

"...?"

I wondered what nonsense he was spouting. It was a completely random question that had nothing to do with our conversation so far.

"What the hell are you talking about? Are you sick or something?"

"Heh heh... you're probably the only one who speaks so rudely to an instructor."

"Whatever. If you punished kids for a few curses, you would have gone through dozens of us by now."

"...Yes, that's true."

"Stop talking nonsense... what are you trying to say?"

"Exactly what I said."

Do you know how geniuses behave?

Of course I don't. I'm not a genius.

I'm someone with a slow mind who can only learn a technique after being beaten to a pulp. That's the kind of kid I was.

"As you well know... geniuses face no obstacles."

"..."

"The ups and downs of life, the trials that everyone else experiences—geniuses inherently never experience such things."

But even for them, very, very occasionally, life's challenges come in the form of trials. Trials that could bring them tremendous rewards if they succeed, but could also send them straight off a cliff if they fail. Such challenges come to everyone at least once.

"...What are you trying to say?"

"How do you think geniuses face those trials?"

"...Hah, what are you—"

"Let's start with the dullards as an example."

Dullards give up as soon as they face a trial. They comfort themselves by saying it's a place they could never reach anyway, and they rationalize their inadequacy.

What about average people?

Unlike dullards, they don't avoid challenges. But they prefer to prepare. Until they're confident they can overcome the trial. No one knows when their preparation will end. They just think they need to overcome the trial somehow.

Finally, geniuses—their behavior is pure recklessness.

They neither give up on trials and settle for the life they're given like dullards, nor do they prepare diligently like average people.

I guarantee you, they'll charge straight into a trial as soon as they encounter it. Because they have unwavering faith in their abilities.

Even if that trial is terrifying, hideous, repulsive, and creates discomfort, even if their chances of surviving are only 10% or less, they won't hesitate.

In their minds, there are only two options: "survival" and "death," perfectly balanced. And they can always choose "survival." Through their power alone.

"..."

"Heh... you look like you don't understand what I'm trying to say."

"Isn't that obvious?"

"Well, you'll understand soon enough."

For the first time, something resembling a smile appeared on his face. I couldn't tell if it was a hollow laugh or a sneer, but what was clear was that he smiled.

"You can go now."

"...Yeah."

The final words from his mouth were the predictable farewell. Haven't seen you in a while, and that's all you have to say? He's still as awkward as ever.

"Take better care of yourself next time."

"...I'll try."

At that moment, everything around me began to shine. A massive light engulfed everything—the damp stone walls, the quill pen and book making scratching sounds, even his expressionless face.

***

When I opened my eyes again, I was greeted by the rough feeling of glass shards in my mouth and the taste of blood.

"Hooh... quite interesting for an inferior species...!"

"..."

The scene before my eyes was a fight between a skinny old man who looked like he could collapse at any moment and a pink-haired man who seemed strangely familiar.

"..."

I decided there was no time for a leisurely assessment of the situation, so I immediately began to slowly raise my body that was embedded in the ground.

My pathetic body made creaking sounds as it emerged from the ground. The joints that cracked with every movement bothered me, but that wasn't important right now.

I turned my head and slowly approached the people who had collapsed around me, worried that something might have happened to them.

"...Could it be?"

"Haa... haa..."

"That's a relief."

Their bodies weren't moving, but fortunately, they were still breathing. Then someone—or rather, some people—appeared beside me.

"Hello."

"Are you friends of the young lady?"

"...Who are you?"

I asked about their identity, but I already had a pretty good guess. They were wearing the same clothes that Charlotte had worn at the royal palace a few days ago.

"Please lower your guard. We're from the Charlotte family."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes, first we need to get all of you out of here—"

"...Please take care of them."

"...What? W-wait...!"

Swallowing the blood still bursting from inside my mouth, I walked past them. My destination was where those two were fighting with such enthusiasm.

*...Of all people to think about while unconscious, it had to be him.*

He used to be someone I wanted to curse so badly, but seeing him after so long, there was no one I was happier to see.

"Quite... a decent inferior specimen, but..."

"Haa... haa..."

"Still, as expected, inferior."

Before my eyes, a monster and a genius were locked in combat. Or perhaps they were both geniuses. After all, geniuses have always been called monsters.

"My body is kindling, mana is the spark..."

I recited the Dragon Language. To twist the natural order of this world, if only for a moment.

With each word I spoke, the mana that had barely returned to me thrashed wildly, and perhaps as a reaction, I felt a sizzling sensation throughout my body. Smoke began to rise from my mouth, and even though it felt like my body might not hold up, it was fine. Because someone like me couldn't defeat monsters without doing this.

"The flame becomes a blaze, and the blaze seeks to become a storm..."

I could feel the air around me gathering toward me, as if someone were taking a deep breath.

"Hmm...? That child...?!"

"...Huh, the effects shouldn't work this quickly...?!"

The more I spoke, the more I felt those two monsters' gazes turning toward me, but I didn't stop. Instead, I recited even faster.

"The storm wishes to spread and spread throughout the world..."

With each word, the glass shards remaining in my mouth continued to stab at my oral cavity, but I steadfastly took a deep breath.

I didn't express my disgust and anger toward that old man. I would channel all those emotions into this language.

"The blaze climbs up the oil, Inflame."

Whoosh—a red storm headed toward one of the monsters. The monster in the form of a genius.

Ch.134 - Aiming A Single Blade At The Genius.
Duke Charlotte.

The head of the Charlotte family, one of the four great houses and a direct imperial family.

Those who don't know his true identity often describe him as a man of exceptional character.

Indeed, he's famous for traveling to orphanages and impoverished churches to donate substantial amounts of money.

However, most people who know his true identity say this:

That it's merely a devil's game.

Logically, why would someone infamous in the underworld suddenly care for children at orphanages and visit churches to pray while making donations?

If he wanted, he could easily build orphanages and churches himself.

Perhaps that's why?

The rumors about him circulating in society are mostly polar opposites.

From claims that he possesses a truly perfect character and temperament, the very model of nobility.

To accusations that it's mere hypocrisy to wash away the blood that has stained his hands countless times, just self-justification.

Of course, those who spread rumors closer to the latter are now rarely seen on the streets.

But the high-ranking officials truly know everything.

About why he behaves the way he does.

Perhaps ordinary people could never imagine it.

Truly, they could never imagine it.

***

"Hmm..."

The old man was showing considerable interest in the male who had boldly appeared before him.

"Answer me, are you the scoundrel who laid hands on my daughter?"

"Hmm..."

That man must know.

That he is stronger than the other man.

In the first place, there were few people in this empire who could match him in pure strength.

And he had been subtly releasing his energy since a while ago.

Yet still, the man before him showed no fear.

Even as he continued to shoot his energy toward him,

The man's eyes never wavered.

As if he was certain he could win no matter what.

Against him, of all people.

"So what's your name?"

"..."

"I didn't catch your name."

Let it be known that his asking for a name wasn't out of mere curiosity.

It was to clearly remember the fact that a lower being had dared to point a blade at him.

"...Charlotte."

"Is that so? Understood."

Now die.

As soon as those words ended, stone spikes rose around the old man and flew toward the duke.

CRASH—
The spikes began to strike a single point,

And with a loud explosion, the old man turned around.

"You'll probably meet your daughter in the afterlife."

In truth, he didn't know whether his daughter was alive or dead,

But most people connected to him were dead anyway.

It was a thoughtless remark.

"Hmm... then I can't let you go free."

WHOOSH—

A puppet emerged from the dust cloud and aimed for the old man's arm.

Wielding nothing more than a blade shaped like a farming sickle.

"I wouldn't be able to face my daughter after I die."

"Tsk, how annoying."

The sickle rushed precisely toward the old man's shoulder.

Despite its clearly sharpened edge,

The old man didn't move a single step from his position.

As if he had no intention of defending himself.

CLANG—

"Hmm...?"

"Are you done?"

"Ha, what the...!"

Only after hearing a sound that could hardly be believed to be blade meeting skin,

The sense of unease that had been emanating from the old man began to intensify.

"Estalido."

With just one syllable, an explosion occurred.

Without any detonator or warning signs.

An unidentified explosion that seemed to use air as its medium.

Yet the duke wasn't pushed back.

Because his sickle was hooked on the old man's shoulder before the explosion.

Of course, there were other reasons too.

"Hmm... what are you hiding in your body to be doing this?"

"If I told you that, my wife would scold me, so I'm sorry."

Clang, clang, clang.

With the sound of steel striking steel,

Tiny sparks danced in the air.

Within the balanced framework of defense and attack.

"...I'm becoming more interested in knowing your name."

"My real name is quite expensive."

"Is that so?"

"I can give it as a parting gift."

Clang, clang, clang, clang.

Once again, a series of exchanges at invisible speeds continued.

As the old man's bony arms began to deflect all of the duke's blades,

A scroll emerged from the duke's chest.

A single sheet of paper covered densely with magic circles and symbols.

"Scroll [Explosive Array]"

"...Having diverse combat methods is a good thing."

The old man's right shoulder was already in a state where he couldn't freely control it due to the duke's sickle.

And the old man's left arm had already been severed at the wrist earlier.

In other words, he absolutely could not block this magic.

But he always considered contingencies.

When killing people and slitting monsters' throats,

Variables always come into play.

"Shadow Garden [Rose Bouquet]"

"Oh..."

As the scroll activated, his shadow began to take form.

Into hundreds of black roses.

RUSTLE—

All those rose petals began to scatter.

Each transforming into a dagger with a sharp edge.

"I'm not particularly fond of flower viewing."

"Is that so? Can't be helped. It's just a difference in taste."

While continuing the conversation, he constantly checked and rechecked.

Whether there was any attempt to block this magic.

Whether there were any openings in his counterattack.

What the next plan would be if these attacks were blocked.

He thought and checked endlessly, but

The old man remained absolutely immovable.

Even now, he only countered his attacks,

Never launching a direct attack of his own.

Rather, the duke now had to worry about his own safety.

No matter how prepared he was, getting caught in magic at this distance was burdensome.

"Grusialip."

But making his concerns seem foolish,

Nothing happened.

The rose petals that had created a small storm disappeared,

And the scroll stopped as if it couldn't be activated.

Because of the single word uttered by the old man who had somehow put his hands together.

His appearance, which at a glance looked like he was praying.

Seeing that sight, the duke could only let out a hollow laugh.

A person... no, a monster praying during battle.

"...Couldn't you at least show some signs of fatigue?"

"Kuk kuk... quite an interesting human."

"..."

"To call such things attacks and hope they would work."

After that, it was a series of one-sided exchanges.

A shield that would never be penetrated and a spear that might break if used incorrectly.

A life-or-death battle so unbalanced it looked like a steel shield against a wooden spear.

That confrontation continued for a full 34 minutes,

More than enough time for the unconscious boy to wake up.

***

WHOOSH—

An amount of flames that I could hardly believe came from my mouth.

Those flames were directed at only one person.

"Hmm, just this kind of fire... what?!"

I had anticipated it.
That he would try to block this magic.

Although I couldn't even guess what his ability was,

I thought he definitely had the power to do so.

"...What is this?!"

But this is by no means ordinary magic.

It's the embodiment of fire demon itself, barely manifested by drawing on all my emotions.

If it were just magic, I wouldn't know,

But by reciting the Dragon Language, this became reality.

For just a moment, the fire demon itself engulfed that old man.

"Urgh...!"

And the duke and I absolutely could not miss that moment.

At least not if one had experience living as an assassin.

After creating a small dagger with what little mana I had left,

Prepared to draw on even my life force,

I recited the Dragon Language once more.

"The blood of the dragon is the divine water that creates an immortal body,
And the dragon's fang becomes the sword that severs immortal karma...!"

The blade of that short dagger began to curve lengthwise.

Like a jack knife.

The gray steel blade was gone,

Replaced by a soft white blade.

≪Dragon's Fang has been created.≫
≪Effect: For one time only, your attack will definitely succeed.≫

The fire demon continued to burn without stopping,

And I glided past it.

Even if my joints felt like they would break, I'd remake my legs,

Even if I lost too much blood and my head felt like it would split.

I ran beside those hot flames until the end.

"...Ha, it's as if I've become the villain."

But the old man quickly adapted to the fire demon.

He was no longer blocking it but accepting it with his whole body.

"Mere supporting characters...!"

The monocle that had been on the old man's right eye disappeared,

His right eye, different in color from his left, turned toward me,

And simultaneously, a black rope appeared around his neck.

"Ugh... what is this?!"

"Yes, the supporting character and villain should exit the stage now."

"Ha, something like this will soon...?!"

"It won't be that easy."

"...Haha, indeed... you've embedded that thing in your body?!"

And so, for a very brief moment, the old man's movements stopped,

Which was more than enough time for me.

Nine Moonlit Swords Style 1: Crescent Moon Slash.

***

"Nooo... if Pride dies...
my workload will increase.

So, I should save him... right?

*Yawn*... how troublesome..."

Ch.135 - In The Dead Of Night, A Loud Shout
The sound of metal striking flesh echoed—

A sinister noise rang out as the dagger I was thrusting forward suddenly stopped in its tracks.

"Yaaawn... hey grandpa, why'd you bother coming all the way here? Such a pain..."

My attack had been halted by a girl so small she wouldn't even reach my chest.

"..."

"Hmm? Sorryy... did I scare you?"

My dagger had pierced the center of her tiny palm.

The problem was that it had only penetrated slightly.

A drop of black blood trickled from the tip of my beautifully crafted blade with its elegant edge.

For just a moment, surprise flickered across the girl's eyes.

"Wow... what are youu?"

That familiar dark energy.

The same black aura that had been emanating from the old man was now rippling through the girl's hair.

Without showing even a trace of pain.

"Woww... it's been sooo long... Does it hurt?"

"..."

"Hmm? Why the face?"

"Because this is fucking bullshit."

"...?"

"Where the hell do you people keep coming from?"

The profanity slipped out unintentionally.

This had been my one chance.

Smoke was still rising from my mouth, something burning hot was scorching my throat, and my legs were trembling like poorly oiled machinery.

Despite all that, I'd endured and pushed through to create this opportunity.

And instead of reaching the old man's heart, my attack was stopped by the palm of some little girl.

How could I not curse?

"Why now of all times... shit, shit..."

"Ehh? Why are you suddenly cursing—"

"What are you doing here?"

At that moment, the old man's arm turned its attention toward me and the girl.

What do I mean?

Exactly what I said.

An eyeball had somehow sprouted on the old man's bony arm.

"Grandpa... told me to bring you."

"Who? Daring to summon me?"

The old man's lips curled into a smirk, completely ignoring the nobleman strangling his neck.

Then his voice began to change once again.

"ME?!"

It was the first time I'd ever felt a shiver just from hearing a voice.

And the second time I'd heard that creepy voice gradually distorting.

"Hey grandpa, tone down the dramatics..."

Yet standing up to that voice was the sleepy girl who made no effort to hide her drowsiness.

"What?!"

"This... knife is currently stuck in my palm."

As soon as she said that, the old man's red and yellow gaze turned directly toward me.

Despite his neck being bent backward, he looked as if he would pluck out his own eyeballs just to get a better look at me.

"This. Guy. Really?"

"Yep."

"Tsk, I suppose even a rotten one can be chosen by that person."

As the old man's voice returned to normal, the shadow that had been clinging to his back and strangling his neck went flying.

A single flick of his hand, as if swatting away an insect.

"So who dared to summon me?"

"It's such a bother... can't we just go?"

"Do you think that makes any—"

"Bell called you. Said there was a 'revelation.'"

"..."

"Shall we go?"

"Tsk."

The old man clicked his tongue as if we weren't even worth his attention, then pulled his monocle back out from inside his coat.

Even that spine-chilling voice had returned to that of an ordinary old man, though it remained distinctly unnatural.

"You'll go, right?"

"Yes, if it's that person's word."

With that, my blade slipped out of the girl's hand.

When I blinked again, my body was flying through the air.

*Huh?*

"Let's gooo... hehe."

That was the last scene I witnessed with my own eyes.

***

"—Master."

"..."

"Family Head!!"

"Cough... hack... hah..."

"Family Head, are you alright?!"

With a rumbling sound, a figure emerged from a pile of massive stones.

Or more precisely, a shadow in human form.

"Huff... hah..."

"Family Head, are you conscious?"

"Yes, yes... I hear you."

The shadow that had been covering a grown man's body suddenly began to split open.

From within emerged Duke Charlotte, completely drained of energy.

Aside from his chest, the rest of his body appeared relatively unharmed.

If no one had witnessed the fierce battle he'd just fought, nobody would have believed he was the one involved.

"Treatment, we need treatment right away...!"

"Never mind that—what happened to him?"

Despite having a long, snake-like wound across the center of his chest, the Duke seemed unconcerned, merely dusting himself off.

His hunting dogs were momentarily bewildered by his nonchalant reaction, as if he'd merely scratched a finger.

"Don't you remember, sir?"

But that didn't last long.

With the judgment befitting hunting dogs, they provided the answer their master wanted.

"Yes, embarrassingly enough, my last conscious moment was when I had the noose around his neck."

"..."

"Why? Is he still alive?"

How should they answer?

If he was asking whether the man was alive, they could definitely say yes.

But if he was asking whether he was still within the Empire, that was a different story.

Either way, they had disappeared somewhere.

Whether that was within the Empire or not, nobody knew.

"Yes, it seems so."

In the end, that was the best answer they could provide.

They couldn't dare lie to their master.

"I didn't expect this."

But the Duke was perplexed in his own way.

He had thought that with the attack the boy had shown at the end, he would surely be able to kill that monster.

There was a possibility that the attack had missed from the start.

But he firmly believed that couldn't be the case.

*With eyes like that, he wouldn't collapse from mere physical or mental exhaustion...*

After all...

A boy barely the same age as his daughter.

With eyes full of quiet resentment.

How could his attack possibly miss?

Eyes that had compressed his anger to the absolute limit.

A boy like that wouldn't stop his attack just because his body hurt.

That child was undoubtedly prepared to sacrifice his life to land a hit on that monster.

At a level hard to believe for someone only 17 years old.

That left only two possibilities.

Either the old man had withstood the boy's attack...

*Or there was a third party who intervened to save the old man.*

"Um... Family Head."

"Hmm?"

Two hunting dogs bowed their heads deeply before him as he was lost in thought.

So forcefully that the ground cracked beneath them.

"We're sorry..."

"Hmm?"

Despite blood streaming from their foreheads, apologies rather than screams came from their mouths.

"What did you do wrong?"

"We followed your orders to evacuate the people nearby and were about to regroup here, but..."

"But?"

"We were all defeated by a girl who suddenly appeared from nowhere."

A single girl.

Most likely, she was the one who had intervened.

She must have knocked out the boy and calmly left this place.

If she was on the old man's side, there was a high probability that she too was a monster.

"Hmm... what did this girl look like?"

"She had purple short hair and was less than half my size."

So around 140cm...

To be honest, the Duke was skeptical of their claim.

That a girl of such small stature had defeated all of his hunting dogs, who prided themselves on their considerable skills within the Empire.

"That's hard to believe."

"We're sorry, Family Head. We'll gladly pay for this failure with our—"

"No, that won't be necessary."

A hunting dog's blade was moving toward his own neck for failing to meet his master's expectations.

But the Duke didn't want that.

If we assume the girl was a monster, it wasn't unreasonable that they were all defeated.

Besides, he hadn't lost anything in this fight.

"Pardon?"

"Didn't you rescue my daughter and her companions?"

"Yes... that's true."

After all, this partially destroyed mansion belonged to the Reinhardt family.

And his daughter and her companions were safe.

So at the very least, he hadn't suffered any losses.

If one of his hunting dogs had died, that might have been painful.

But in the end, they all survived too.

"Then that's fine. The mansion isn't my concern."

"...Yes."

"Let's head back now."

The Duke stood up, straightening his bent back.

Blood was still dripping from his chest, but he tore a piece of his clothing to wrap around the wound.

Then he began walking as if nothing was wrong.

"Ah, right... I almost forgot. Hey."

"Yes, Family Head."

"Did you happen to see a young man around here?"

"...?"

"He might be collapsed somewhere, or—"

"Do you mean this person?"

From beneath the hunting dog's black cloak emerged a black-haired boy.

Completely unconscious.

"Oh, yes!! He looks... well, not exactly fine."

"Since he's a friend of the young lady, we've given him emergency treatment."

"Oh? My daughter was friends with him?"

"I believe so, sir."

The hunting dog had simply assumed they must be friends—why else would he be involved in this?

It was a thoughtless comment, but—

"Hooh... is that so."

Seeing his master's face looking different than usual, the hunting dog thought he'd said something wrong.

Until he realized the expression was one of great interest.

"Is there a problem, sir?"

"No, no... I just think she's made quite an interesting friend."

"...?"

"For now, take the boy to our family mansion and let him rest."

"Yes."

"As soon as we return, we'll begin gathering information about those people."

"Yes, sir!!"

And so, Jenison, who had been forcibly taken in, regained consciousness about a full day after the incident.

"AAAAARGH!!"

"What fool is screaming in the middle of the night...!!"

With an extremely angry shout.
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The old man and the girl had finally fled, and with that news, the situation was resolved.

Meanwhile, a commotion erupted within the Charlotte family.

Their young lady had returned unconscious, carried on the back of the family head.

Not only that, but all the children who followed behind had suffered considerable injuries.

"F-Family head?! W-why is the young lady...?"

"First calm down, and immediately request a priest from the church."

"W-what?! Even if we send for one now, it would take several hours at least!!"

"If you tell them the Saintess is here, they'll come quickly. Hurry."

"...What?!"

Just as the duke predicted, the church immediately sent a priest.

And not just any priest, but one of the few high priests within the church.

"The Saintess is here, you say?!"

"...I didn't ask for an armed escort."

Of course, they hadn't sent just one person.

He hadn't expected them to dispatch members of the Holy Knight Order as well.

But they didn't cause any problems. They merely expressed their gratitude for protecting the Saintess.

"Now, let's begin the treatment... hmm..."

"What's wrong?"

"No... nothing. The wounds are more serious than I thought."

"...Is that so?"

"I'll need to use my full power."

After another round of noisy treatment,

Some time later.

Inside the mansion, a woman was sleeping deeply.

A woman who might someday become the owner of this mansion.

"Mmm..."

"Hmm? Are you awake, my lady?!"

"Oww... where am I?"

"You're in the mansion, my lady."

Sino Charlotte.
She had just woken up.

Still clutching her ringing head.

"My lady, you should rest a bit more."

The hound who had been watching over her all this time.

He too was quite surprised at the moment.

Normally, she shouldn't have been able to get up in her condition.

All her ribs and both arms had been fractured,

Her right kneecap had been completely ruptured,

And her broken ribs had pierced her internal organs, causing internal injuries.

That was her condition before receiving treatment.

Even at best, she should have been bedridden for at least half a day.

Even with treatment from a high priest,

There should have been aftereffects.

Yes, that would normally be the case...

"Whew... I'm alive, huh?"

"..."

Not only were there no aftereffects, but she was stretching and looking around as if nothing had happened.

In a way, this was quite an unusual situation,

But the hound no longer questioned it.

It wasn't a dog's place to question its master's actions.

"Yes, the family head personally rescued you, my lady."

"...Really? I didn't expect him to come himself."

For someone who had urgently requested support, her words seemed strange,

But in truth, she really hadn't expected much.

Because the moment she saw that old man, she instinctively felt

That they would surely die.

A killing intent completely different from Allen who had transformed into a Demonic human.

It felt like facing a wall as massive as a great mountain, that horrible and filthy feeling.

And seeing how he immediately attacked Jenison...

Even being generous, he didn't seem friendly toward them,

So she thought they would all die before support arrived.

*But I'm alive...? Why?*

"My lady, are you still feeling unwell somewhere?"

"No. Nothing, I'm just wondering why I'm still alive."

"Pardon?"

The hound's voice trembled slightly, but noticeably.

He couldn't understand his lady's words.

Why was she alive?

It sounded as if she thought she should have died.

"I hate to say this, but he seemed stronger than that bastard's father."

"..."

"What, am I wrong?"

She finished with a grin.

It was truly a beautiful smile, but

To the hound right now, it looked more mischievous than anything.

A smile like that of a playful child,

As if daring him to deny her opinion.

"..."

"Your silence tells me I'm right."

"...You should rest now."

Hehehe—

Leaving behind that light, frivolous laughter,

He who had been nursing her all along tried to leave the room.

Regardless, the young lady seemed to have woken up just fine.

There was no reason for him to stay any longer.

What she needed now was only treatment.

Besides, he had to carry out the family head's orders.

He had been commanded to gather and investigate all information about those monsters.

He planned to report that the young lady had awakened and then immediately join that mission.

If the young lady hadn't pulled him back from behind.

"...?"

"Ah, one more thing. Are the people who were with me all safe?"

The people who were with her...

She must be referring to the siblings and the Saintess.

*...But can they really be called "fine"?*

"...Why aren't you answering again?"

Oh dear.
His response was too delayed.

He could feel his lady's anxiety from here.

*...Haha, so my lady had such friends too.*

"...Why aren't you saying anything? Don't tell me..."

"Ah, your friends are all alive."

"Fri...ends? No... anyway, they're okay, right?"

Okay, she says.
Why was it?

Unlike before, the words seemed stuck in his throat.

"The Saintess was taken back by people sent directly from the church."

"Hmm, and?"

"As for the other two, since the mansion was partially destroyed..."

"...?"

"Fortunately, the family head allowed them to stay at our mansion."

"Oh, really?"

"Were you worried?"

"No, not really. Why would I worry?"

Though she said this, she had indeed been quite concerned inside.

It's just that this feeling was so unfamiliar to her

That she didn't recognize it as worry.

She just thought this feeling was because of the debt she owed him.

Thinking she could have some fun since he saved her life.

"So... everyone's okay, right?"

"..."

"Hello?"

"The others have all regained consciousness, but..."

"...But?"

"The young master of the Reinhardt family has not yet regained consciousness."

"..."

"My lady?"

"...Sigh, for now... where is he?"

***

At the same time, in another room within the Charlotte mansion.

Despite the dark night that had fallen,

Bright light still poured from inside that room.

All for the treatment of a single person.

"The emergency treatment is complete, but..."

"But? Is something not working?"

"N-no, it's just that the patient's condition is extremely serious."

"..."

"For now, if you burn this incense near the patient, his condition should improve a bit."

"Hmm... alright. Are you leaving now?"

"No, how could I leave when there's a patient?"

"Then?"

"I don't know what might happen to the patient when I'm briefly away."

"...I see."

"Consider this a preventive measure."

"Hmm, understood. Do you need anything else?"

"Ah... if possible, I'd like one more person to assist me."

"Alright, I'll send someone shortly."

Incense sticks emanating holy power filled the room,

But they produced no smoke.

The holy power took its place instead.

"Hmm... the wounds are almost healed now..."

"Huff... huff..."

"The young lady should wake up by tomorrow at the latest..."

Aria was now breathing steadily,

Making all the previous concerns of those around her seem unnecessary.

The high priest Jon, who had been dispatched here,

Felt that she no longer needed any further treatment.

The rest would have to be handled by her own recovery abilities.

Honestly, with that level of treatment, she was practically healed already.

"..."

"The problem is this one."

"Kuh... COUGH!!"

"Oh dear, he's coughing up blood again. Please help me clean this."

"Yes, Father."

However, Jenison's condition, lying beside her, was completely opposite to hers.

Despite possessing a considerable amount of holy power even within the church,

And despite pouring almost all of his holy power into healing,

The man's wounds were recovering abnormally slowly.

As if something was hindering the healing process.

Suspicious, he had brought high-grade potions from a nearby shop and administered them,

But even those had no effect.

These were the same high-grade potions that could reattach a severed arm if timed correctly.

*Well... they're also difficult to make.*

"Cough... cough...!"

"Oh dear... what's the problem now..."

For someone who prioritized patient safety and care above all else,

He couldn't find any other solution in this situation,

And ultimately, the method he chose was

To simply stay by his side until he woke up, treating him whenever he coughed up blood.

While there had been cases where holy power didn't work before,

He had never seen someone recover as slowly as Jenison was now.

Perhaps this was the best judgment he could make.

*...Though it may be the best, it doesn't feel like the optimal decision.*

"COUGH... hack..."

"Oh my... again..."

"Brother...?"

That's when it happened.
When the impossible occurred.

The girl who should have taken at least ten or more hours to wake up

Was now shedding tears as she looked at her brother beside her.

"Y-you're awake? How many fingers am I holding up?"

"Brother... again... I couldn't help..."

"Excuse me, first let's check if there's anything wrong with your body..."

"I'm sorry... I..."

"...This is driving me crazy."

The high priest, who had devoted his entire life to God,

Now faced a woman who said nothing but shed tears.
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"Anyway, you need absolute rest right now."

"..."

"You should avoid foods like these as much as possible..."

"..."

"And refrain from activities like... Excuse me, are you listening?"

"Ah, yes..."

No, in truth, she wasn't listening.

Her gaze was fixed solely on the person beside her.

"Cough... hack!"

"...!"

"Oh my... just a moment..."

Again.
Blood spurted out again.

Not from her mouth, but from his.

Who could understand how much guilt this stirred within her?

"This feels like pouring water into a bottomless pot..."

"Um... excuse me..."

"Yes? No, no, don't get up. Just speak from there."

"Could you please focus more on my brother than on treating me...?"

That's why she was desperately wishing now.

She didn't care what happened to her as long as he could be saved.

Even though the priest's face stiffened upon hearing her request,

Her resolve remained unchanged.

When he was at his most vulnerable, she couldn't help him.

When she was at her most vulnerable, he came to save her.

And now he was injured like this.

Wasn't it obvious what went wrong?

"That's not possible."

"B-but...!"

But all she received was a cold refusal.

A completely firm rejection.

"I understand how you feel, but I've already done everything I can."

"..."

"Even if I did more, nothing would change..."

"I... see..."

It was actually a reasonable response, though it might seem rude to ask.

A priest who serves God and bestows divine blessings upon people

Would have no reason not to fully heal the sick.

Well, ordinary priests sometimes do that.

Deliberately delaying treatment to extract donations disguised as treatment fees.

The classic malicious tactic of saying, "I've put in this much effort to heal you, so you should pay me accordingly."

But now.

The person treating her and Jenison

Was a high priest, one of the few in the entire order.

In other words, someone whose devotion to faith and goodness was on an entirely different level compared to other priests.

That's why Aria's words could be considered disrespectful.

Depending on who heard them, it might sound like she was accusing the high priest of not doing his best for a patient right in front of him.

"I'm... I'm sorry for saying that..."

She apologized immediately upon realizing this.

No matter what, she had been disrespectful to someone who was essentially her benefactor, healing both her and her brother.

"No, it's alright... I understand why you might think that."

"Even so..."

"These days, the number of clergy who do such things is increasing anyway."

"..."

"What's the point of fulfilling material desires when you've become a servant of God..."

"..."

"Well, one of my colleagues was quite fond of money too, so I can understand to some extent."

Hehe—

Was it just her imagination that his laughter seemed tinged with nostalgia?

"Ah, by the way..."

"Yes...?"

"You two aren't relatives of Duke Charlotte, are you?"

"What? No..."

"Then where are your guardians now?"

Her words caught in her throat.
Literally stopped at her throat.

It felt like her body was rejecting those words.

Why? Why was it?

Why was her father's name, which she had once been so proud of,
now so difficult to speak aloud?

"...Guardians?"

"Yes, judging by your clothes, you both seem to be from noble families."

"..."

"Your guardians must be worried, so I should contact—"

"...Hah."

Worried?
Would he really be?

The Duke of Reinhardt, who seemed like he wouldn't shed a tear even if a needle went into his eye?

"There's no need to contact anyone..."

"What? But no matter what—"

"I already contacted them before coming here."

"...Ah, if that's the case."

Yes, there was no need to say anything more.

By now, he was probably enjoying the imperial banquet.

Without a single thought for his daughter locked away at home.

***

Laughter and merriment.

The atmosphere of the banquet was reaching its peak with people's laughter.

As the event was nearing its end, there was one person who remained untouched by the mood.

"Haha... Duke, these are items I've been collecting lately."

"..."

"If any of them catch your interest, I'd be happy to prepare them specially for you—"

"Not necessary."

It was Duke Reinhardt, who steadfastly maintained his expressionless face.

*These people are all equally displeasing.*

The reason the Duke had maintained his expressionless face throughout was partly because his facial expressions rarely changed,

But also because he disliked this banquet itself.

"Duke, you seem to be in a bad mood today...?"

*Do you really not realize that it's because of all of you?*

He disliked not just banquets like this, but any gathering with many nobles.

Why?
Just look around.

A noblewoman with her face caked in powder, as if she'd found some great merchant.

Old men desperate to show off the value of the precious items they wore.

Even children trying to build connections for their future.

He had always frowned at the sight of such people.

Having thrown away dignity and honor,

They focused only on outward appearances,

Their bodies filled with vanity.

He had never once thought of himself as one of them,

But he truly hated

Being lumped together with such people under the name of nobility.

That's why he rarely showed his face at such gatherings unless it was truly urgent.

And today's banquet was supposed to be no exception,

But how could he refuse an invitation from the imperial family?

Especially since the Duke's family was already not on good terms with the imperial court.

To avoid rumors and to not offend the Emperor's sensibilities,

He had no choice but to attend.

*Tsk, I expected this, but it still makes my blood boil.*

As if he didn't already have a mountain of work to deal with.

Tax collection from his territory was coming up...

And he needed to clean up the rumors spread by that foolish Aria...

"D-Duke!"

"...Hmm?"

While he was frowning slightly, lost in troublesome thoughts,

Someone's voice reached him.

"D-Duke...!"

It was the guard who had been bowing nervously to him earlier.

Now he dared to address him directly.

"...What is it?"

"Th-that is..."

"If it's something trivial, you'd better be prepared."

This was the third time.

That his mood had been so disturbed here.

His head was already aching from numerous problems.

If this person was wasting his time with something insignificant...

He felt he wouldn't forgive them even if they were a marquis.

Truly, at this moment.

"J-just now, a servant from your mansion arrived..."

"...My mansion?"

"Yes, I'm certain...!"

Mansion... mansion.

He hadn't instructed any of his staff to contact him at this hour.

Besides, they all knew about today's banquet,

So no one would be concerned or worried

If his return was slightly delayed.

What could be so important that they came all the way here?

To find him while he was attending an imperial banquet, no less.

"...Let's hear it then, continue."

"Th-the servant said that your mansion..."

The guard kept pausing mid-sentence.

Now he was starting to feel irritation rather than impatience.

What was so difficult about saying a few words?

"What happened to my mansion?"

One step.

With that short, heavy step forward,

He released a faint killing intent.

Directed solely at the guard.

"Eek...!"

"Speak, as quickly and concisely as possible."

"Y-yes sir...!!"

"So, what happened to my mansion?"

As soon as the Duke finished speaking,

The guard kept looking around nervously,

Like a cat,

Wary of the people around them.

When the surrounding people backed away under the Duke's cold gaze,

The guard finally opened his mouth cautiously.

"Y-your mansion has been partially destroyed, sir."

"...What?!"

Delivering such an unexpected message.

***

"...so what I'm saying is, all of this must be thanks to Your Majesty's grace... hahaha."

"Hmm, I appreciate your kind words, Count Mondley."

"Oh no, Your Majesty, how could I not acknowledge your outstanding virtue...!!"

*This person doesn't seem suitable either.*

Meanwhile, the Emperor continued his search for hidden connections.

However, he still hadn't found a suitable person.

*Tsk... most of these nobles are below standard.

Perhaps it wouldn't be bad to introduce someone separately later...*

"Your Majesty."

"Hmm?"

Someone addressed him.

Still wearing his clanking armor.

"Reindel? What brings you to me?"

"..."

"Hmm, gentlemen. Could you step back for a moment?

I'd like to have a word with Sir Reindel."

"O-of course, haha..."

Though disappointment was visibly dripping from their eyes like honey,

A mere count couldn't refuse his words.

And so, a private conversation was created.

"Now tell me, what's the matter?"

"...Duke Reinhardt just rushed out of the banquet hall."

"...?"

"With quite a distorted expression, I'm told."

"...Hmm, Reindel?
I think you know what I'm going to say?"

"...As you command."

"Follow him, as you've always done. Discreetly."

Ch.138 - Before He Awakens (End)
Meanwhile, as almost everyone except Jenison was slowly waking up, a heated meeting was taking place within the Order.

"...So I think providing a guard detail no longer serves any purpose..."

"But this was more of an accident than an incident, wasn't it?!"

"That's right, the Order's Holy Knights are still quite capable..."

"Goodness, these people. What if something like this happens again?!"

The Saintess had been kidnapped by someone during an official banquet. And this happened despite being under the protection of the Holy Knight Commander.

Fortunately, the truly miraculous thing was that the person accompanying the Saintess was Jenison, known as the Saint.

"The... the Saintess has returned!!"

"Wait... everyone stand back...!"

"The Saintess needs to rest now due to holy power exhaustion!!"

Although she had fainted from overexerting her holy power, the Saintess's sacred body remained unharmed.

If her body had been injured even slightly, the knight commander responsible for her protection would likely have faced death. And all the Holy Knights under his command would have been reassigned elsewhere.

So in many ways, they could only think how fortunate they were.

However.
This incident was not something that could be concluded so simply.

"...Sigh, I think we need to discipline the Holy Knight Commander who was in charge of protection..."

"I agree. This could have been a much more serious matter."

"I concur as well."

"Yes... so let's settle that matter... and now..."

Let's talk about the Demonic human.

That night, the lights in the church remained on throughout the night.

***

The Saintess opened her eyes in a place that was completely white.

"...Where am I?"

She muttered to herself, wondering if she might get an answer, but naturally, no response came.

The place was literally empty. Just white filling the space.

If her feet hadn't been touching the ground, she wouldn't have known there was a floor at all.

The horizon that could normally be seen everywhere was nowhere in sight, and when she looked up, there was no blue sky to be seen.

She couldn't even tell if there was a ceiling, and she began to doubt whether this place was real at all.

"...But I definitely used up all my holy power..."

[My child.]

That's when it happened. When that voice reached her again.

The source of her overflowing faith and the one she was meant to serve for her entire life.

"...?"

But unexpectedly, she showed no reaction upon hearing the voice.

She didn't show her usual reverence or humility despite clearly hearing her goddess's voice.

[Ah... my child?]

"...Is this an auditory hallucination? The voice doesn't usually sound like this."

The Saintess tilted her head in confusion.

The voice that normally resonated in her mind was somehow directly reaching her ears, as if the goddess was truly beside her...

[Here, over here.]

"...?"

At that moment, a brilliant golden light burst forth right beside her.

A warm light so similar to her own holy power.

[This is the first time we're seeing each other like this.]

"...God...dess?"

And clearly, She was there.

Though the dazzling light made it difficult to see clearly, the form was so familiar.

"Your unworthy servant dares to face your divine countenance...!"

The statue of the goddess she had seen countless times within the Order.

The goddess statue shining brilliantly with a halo.

With a pure white eye drawn on her forehead.

The moment she met that eye, what she felt was...

An immense amount of holy power.

'This... this is truly... a god...!'

She had never before encountered anyone with more holy power than herself.

Long ago, neither the priest who came to her at the orphanage where she lived alone,

Nor the Holy Knight who came to escort her to the Order,

Nor the priest who spread the goddess's teachings to her,

Nor the bishops who occasionally visited to see her face,

Nor even the Pope who, noticing her loneliness from being separated from her friends, told her to call him father.

None of them could surpass her holy power.

She had never directly faced greater holiness than her own.

Until this moment.

[Raise your head, my child.]

"...!"

[...My child?]

"Y-yes?!"

In that moment, she couldn't think of anything.

It felt as though only ecstasy filled her mind.

Just by hearing the goddess's voice, she was now experiencing the greatest happiness of her entire life.

[You may raise your head, you have the right.]

"N-no, how could someone as lowly as me dare to have a private audience with the goddess..."

There was not a single lie in the Saintess's words.

Rather, just being able to face the one she had only dreamed of meeting was an honor in itself.

[Low...ly...]

"...?"

But when the goddess's voice resonated again, the halo that had been emanating from behind her slightly dimmed.

At the same time, the Saintess felt something was off.

The voice that had just quietly murmured was not the gentle voice of the goddess she usually heard.

It seemed to contain an irreversible sadness.

And at that moment, a thousand thoughts flooded her mind.

Why is she sad?
Is she upset?
Why? What happened?
Can I help somehow?

But after considering all these thoughts, the conclusion she reached was that "she could not dare to help the goddess."

Because mere creations like humans cannot understand the concerns of the goddess.

All she could do now was remain silent.

That's all she thought she could do.

[Yes... I thought that was the natural way to think...]

"...Pardon?"

[...Haha, it's nothing.]

She had so many questions, but she didn't ask.

And she had no intention of asking in the future.

[...Aren't you curious?]

"...Pardon?"

[About where this is, or why I called you here.]

She had mountains of questions she wanted to ask and oceans of things she wanted to know.

But after a brief moment of contemplation, she decided to ask just one thing.

"Goddess."

[Yes, ask me anything.]

"Goddess... is Jenison—"

And it was truly an excellent question.

***

Darkness.
Dampness.
I don't want to move.

My body is drenched in sweat and clammy.

My legs feel as heavy as if weights were attached to them.

How did I end up like this?
I try to recall what happened.

I definitely got hit.
Then I flew and crashed into a wall.

That much is certain.

I could vividly feel fragments of the brick wall against my back.

And then my eyes closed.

..Damn, I got taken down again.

"...Right, I remember up to that point."

But what is this?

No matter how much I look around, all I can see is blackness.

At first glance, it seemed similar to a mental landscape, but the atmosphere emanating from this place was completely different.

Splash, splash.
Water sounds came from beneath my feet.

Each time, something bumped against my feet, but I only continued to complain about it without being able to avoid whatever was hitting my feet.

Like walking through murky water, everything below me was covered in blackness, making it impossible to see anything.

"I really can't see anything."

Never had I so desperately needed the sun to light my way, but in this black space, there was no sunlight, no moonlight, not even a speck of light.

I could only move forward relying on instinct, and soon, I sat down in place.

Since I couldn't see even an inch ahead, I thought there was no point in continuing forward.

"...Usually at times like this, someone jumps out to explain things—"

Shurararak—

"Oh."

Before I could finish speaking, suddenly something made of red liquid appeared before me, swirling like a vortex.

In this place filled with nothing but blackness, without even similar colors.

Shurararararak—

Ignoring me completely, the liquid continued to rotate in place.

Rotating,
Mixing,
Turning round and round.

Finally, it transformed into a sphere.

A strangely ominous sphere.

"...What is this?"

[@#$!@|&?!]

With a tearing sound—

Along with some unintelligible language, the red-colored sphere split in half, and a golden circle that had been sleeping inside turned toward me.

Thud, thud.
The sound of an eyeball rolling.

Chirp, chirp.
The sound of insects in the deep night.

Whoosh—
The sound of wind clearing away clouds in the night sky.

All those sounds gathered together and formed—

[@#!&..You've..come?]

A night sky was completed.

A deep night sky with a red moon hanging high.

Ch.139 - Nice To Meet You.
The connection with the status window became unstable as I faced an entity that couldn't be easily approached.

A murky golden circle turned toward me while a red sphere rotated back and forth with chilling mechanical sounds—click, click.

[#@!It's..been..a while?]

A voice that seemed to know me from before echoed throughout this space. Simultaneously, the black sewage that had been flowing quietly beneath me began to swirl.

Whoosh—

The black whirlpool formed instantly, and it wasn't difficult for those pitch-black water droplets to touch my body.

[Why aren't you #@$ dead yet?]

"...?"

[@#Let go..#@ of your attachments?]

Shuaaaah—

As that spine-chilling voice spoke again, the water spray that had been lingering around me began turning red once more.

[If you abandon joy, anger, love, and pleasure, you can understand what true ■■ is.]

The voice was much clearer than before, but one word remained inaudible. The red water spray that had been rotating continuously began to bloom.

What do I mean? Literally, a flower bloomed.

From that eerie, slimy mass of red sewage, a fatally beautiful red flower bud blossomed toward me.

[Red evening primroses are so beautiful.]

"..."

[At least more than humans.]

Crack—
The flower bud opened its mouth, revealing teeth that sprouted like thorny bushes.

[Don't you hate humans too?]

"..."

[They've repeatedly tormented you, killed you, and caused you pain.]

A voice that seemed to see through my entire mind. That spine-chilling voice wouldn't stop inside my head.

As if I had no choice but to listen.

[Of course, not all of them treated you that way.]

Yes, that's certainly true.

Even in my first life after reincarnation, I trusted someone and died more painfully than anyone else. In my second life, I grew cold and lonely in isolation.

And this would continue to repeat itself if these reincarnations never ended.

But among them, there were definitely some good people.

Like that nameless kid who picked a flower and gave it to me while I was just watching the street.

And my current family, Aria and Sariel, who are far better people than I deserve—

[But how many such people have there been in your life?]

"..."

[And how much hope did you place in them?]

That's when it happened.

Once more, its voice echoed, with such perfect timing it was as if we had rehearsed it.

This confirmed it clearly—"this thing" was reading my thoughts.

[Aren't you tired of it? Aren't you exhausted?]

"..."

[Have you never wanted to give up?]

What is this thing talking about?

Give up?
Give up on what?

Is it talking about my life?

If that's the case, I was confident I could smash that sphere right now.

Because until now, I had desperately wished to give up.

What kind of masochist would want to repeatedly experience the agony of approaching death?

Of course, such people might exist, but I certainly wasn't one of them.

Survival instinct isn't something easily discarded.

Humans' eyes close naturally at night, and as time passes, we get hungry and thirsty.

Even if I desperately wished for a permanent end, my body would scream that it wanted to live.

That's why suicide requires so much courage.

Well, even if I had that courage, it wouldn't have ended for me anyway.

[And the more this happened, didn't you get angry?]

I was angry.

What had I done wrong to deserve this treatment? Why did it have to be me?

It would be a lie to say I didn't feel rage and hatred welling up.

[I'll give you revenge.]

The red petals grazed my cheek gently, and I felt a warm, generous touch, as if someone was caressing my face.

Unlike those creepy eyes that had been staring at me continuously.

[Places bright as the sun will never welcome you.]

"..."

[The place that will embrace you is where moonlight shines.]

Swoosh—
Once again, water sprayed around.

Not the red sewage from before, but water spray made of clear, pure streams.

"...son?"

And soon it greeted me in a new form.

The face I truly wanted to see, that I had missed so much.

***

"...son, is it really you?"

"..."

The black-haired boy said nothing.

Or more accurately, he couldn't speak.

His pupils were trembling slightly.

The boy who had ignored its words until just now.

[..Hehehehe.]

The eyes laughed. They cackled gleefully.

Because things were unfolding too easily.

[You, too, couldn't, let go, of, your longing.]

Humans are weak. They can't endure without affection, and they can't bear being without someone by their side.

Because of these two pathetic emotions—loneliness and longing.

[Still, you, lasted, longer, than, expected.]

Honestly, it was surprised at first.

According to its plan, he should have given in long ago.

He should have surrendered his body and become a madman wielding a knife against everyone in this world.

"Son... come here, let mother hold you."

"..."

[Well... it doesn't matter since he's given in now.]

It didn't matter. The situation was flowing as desired, and now the boy would die, consumed by the mass of sewage that had taken the form of the mother he had been longing for.

What a luxurious death, isn't it?

The person he had wanted so desperately.

At least he could die in that person's arms.

[Normally, I, wouldn't, go, this far.]

Normally, it would have forcibly taken over this body's consciousness.

This opportunity had been so long in coming.

It absolutely couldn't and didn't want to miss it.

Yet the eyes yielded voluntarily.

As a final gift to the boy who had struggled so hard to become a vessel for it.

It thought this much luxury would be fine.

[Hehe, I'm, too, kind... huh?]

"..."

"Son? Where are you going?"

But life doesn't always go as planned.

Splash, splash.
The boy's feet moved frantically, and where they were heading wasn't toward his mother but toward its...self?

"You crazy bitch."

[Kyaaaah?!!]

The boy's fist struck directly into the center of the eye.

With a completely precise, efficient movement.

The effect was tremendous.

Filthy water spurted out, far dirtier than any sewage before, and the golden circle that had been shining brilliantly inside the red sphere was already completely distorted at the edges.

[Kyaahak..haak!!]

"Yeah, like you said, I was fucking angry."

[Kyaheuup..y-you crazy bastard..!!]

"I felt so wronged... I wanted revenge."

[Then why?!! Why do this?!]

"...You still don't understand."

Splurt, splurt.

Dirty water began spraying out like an open faucet, and simultaneously, the eye's screams grew more intense due to the sensation of pain it was experiencing after a very long time.

[Kyaaaak!! Stop!!]

"And you crossed the line."

[S-stop!!]

"You showed me Sariel because you had nothing else to show?"

What followed was merciless beating.

Even as the pupil was being crushed, the eye still couldn't understand the situation.

Didn't he just say it himself?

That he wanted revenge, that it was so painful and unfair.

Then why wasn't he listening?

If he had just listened to what it said earlier.

It could have killed all those who ignored him, tormented him, and hurt him!

[Ah, you, perhaps?]

"...?"

[Has the pain, been, bearable, all this time?]

Crunch—
Now the pupil was being completely squeezed by the boy's small, scarred hands.

[Kyaaaak!!!]

"It probably hurt more than this."

[T-then why, whyyy?!]

The boy's grip tightened even more on the eye that still seemed not to understand.

His gestures appeared to contain all his pent-up resentment.

"That's not it."

[Kyahak..kuheuuk..]

"Why should I take out my anger on others?"

[...?]

"Why should I unleash my emotions on other people?"

[What does that mean?]

"I know who I need to get revenge on."

[So, that's, humans..!!]

"What are you saying, you crazy bitch."

The boy raised his hand—the same hand he had just driven into the eye.

The boy's and the eye's pupils met each other.

Or rather, it was one-sided observation.

The boy looking at the golden circle hidden inside that red eyelid.

"The one I need to get revenge on is you."

[....]

"You're the one who called me here, who keeps making me reincarnate."

[....]

"You're the one who keeps making me suffer..!!"

[....]

"It's all you, so why should I take revenge on other people?"

[....]

"Oh, and you said it's been a while?"

[....]

"This is the first time I've seen you, you—"

Fucking bitch.

A roar like that of an enraged beast.

That roar had been directed at one place all along.

[Hehe, when, did, you, figure, it, out?]

Revealing a completely changed voice, directed at the golden moon in the red sky.

Ch.140 - Dragons Are Strongly Attached.
Meanwhile, after the banquet had ended and all the other nobles were returning to their homes, there was one person who couldn't leave and was fidgeting anxiously.

"Ugh... Young Master, where are you..."

It was Ella, Jenison's attendant who had been whisked away to another location by the palace staff before Jenison appeared at the banquet.

"Uuugh... why am I here..."

Crouching in a corner to avoid prying eyes, she wore a beautiful dress unlike her usual maid uniform. The dress looked expensive at a glance.

Naturally, it wasn't hers but one given to her through the Emperor. It was far too extravagant for a commoner and attendant like her, and she knew it was too much for someone of her station.

But what could she do? She had been told she must wear it to attend the banquet.

"W-what?!"

"My, didn't you hear everything?"

"N-no, no, why would I attend the banquet...?"

At first, she had firmly refused. There was no way someone like her could go to such an event. She was a commoner, after all, and she knew what might happen if a commoner like her carelessly entered such a prestigious gathering.

However, the head maid of the palace was more stubborn than she had expected.

"It won't do, Miss Ella. You are His Majesty's guest."

"Eh, w-what am I...?!"

"The fact that this dress was bestowed upon you carries that meaning."

"..."

"Please wear this for the sake of your own dignity—it's a request that isn't really a request."

"B-but..."

"I'll help you change."

How could she refuse when it was put that way? Besides, her Young Master had mentioned it once before.

"Y-yes... please help me."

"Very good."

In the end, all she could do was meekly accept, and it was no different when she was dragged to the banquet hall.

"W-wait, no matter how I think about it...!"

"Have confidence!"

And so she entered the banquet hall, but people paid less attention to her than she had expected, despite her striking appearance.

"Phew... in that case... I should hide as much as possible..."

The head maid who had dressed her up would have been appalled to see this, but Ella had her reasons.

Working at the Duke's mansion, she had heard stories about nobles who toyed with commoners as they pleased. And here, surrounded by nothing but nobles, she was probably the only commoner in the entire banquet hall.

What would happen next was obvious, wasn't it? Without being self-flattering, she never thought her appearance was unattractive...

"I should find a place with no people, or look for the Young Master..."

Unfortunately, however, she and Jenison never met. Her preparations had taken longer than expected, and he had already left the banquet hall.

How could she find someone who wasn't there? And she didn't know anyone else here either.

All she could do was keep a low profile and wait.

"...I'm bored."

Not that the time was particularly productive.

Anyway, as time continued to pass and the banquet finally ended, she was now wandering around, unable to find her way back.

"Young Master, where on earth have you disappeared to?!"

As an attendant who didn't even know her master's whereabouts, she couldn't just sit around and rest.

Moreover, even if she returned to her room, she wouldn't be able to rest comfortably out of worry for her Young Master.

So she chose to wait endlessly, even if it took one hour or two.

"But if he comes too late..."

"...Ah, there you are."

"...?"

A man approached her. A man wrapped from head to toe in black clothing. His ominous attire would immediately cause anyone who saw him to feel repulsed.

"Who... are you?"

"Well, you do match the description I was given..."

"...?"

"Is your name Ella?"

She had been told not to reveal her real name to strangers who asked out of nowhere...

"...Yes."

But she chose to tell him her name. After all, he had just used the word "investigation," which meant he probably already knew who she was anyway.

*Who is this person?*

"Good, I found you quickly."

"...?"

"Follow me. I'll take you to where your Young Master is."

"...!"

"It would be good for us too if that Young Master of yours wakes up soon."

***

Crack—a sound similar to before echoes.

The difference is that the sound isn't coming from the eyeball.

My hand, which until just now was firmly embedded in the eyeball, suddenly twisted to the side.

At the same time, the golden ring in the red sphere rolled away.

"...!"

[Oh? Not even a scream.]

The golden ring that I had slightly dented with my hand earlier had returned without a trace, and simultaneously began to grow larger.

Like a full moon on a crowded night.

[I apologize, but that doesn't mean you'll suffer less pain.]

As a voice that could belong to either a man or woman echoed in this small space, the red flower buds that had been facing me suddenly bloomed fully.

Not toward me, but toward the sky.

[The evening primrose blooms only to greet the moon.]

"..."

[Normally... a separate ritual would be needed...]

"..."

[But your current physical condition is sufficient.]

"..."

[Because my child's power has entered your body.]

Crack—that creepy sound echoes again.

This time not from my hand but from the eyeball.

A golden hand burst through the sphere.

A small, slender hand like that of some women.

And an arm of a color that could never be called normal.

That arm was now tearing apart the sphere.

Like a pupa shedding its cocoon.

*She said her child's power entered my body?*

I needed to think. Without stopping midway.

I always had to think one step ahead.

To live, to survive.

And now, that was the only option left for me.

Still, I couldn't feel any mana.

[Hehe, it's useless.]

Rip—tear—another arm burst out beside her arm.

An arm almost identical to the one that had just emerged.

[This isn't reality, after all.]

"..."

[There's no way mana, called the blessing of the world, could exist here.]

I had vaguely suspected it.

I clearly lost consciousness gradually, and a disgusting place like this couldn't exist unless it wasn't reality.

Still, I didn't expect mana to be completely imperceptible, and judging by the notification that appeared earlier, it seems I can't use the status window either.

Variables won't be easily created.

In other words,

[Even though this isn't reality... how long has it been since you moved your body?]

I have to survive against that bitch on my own.

In this disgustingly damp sewage where even distinguishing colors is difficult and the floor is invisible just a step ahead.

[Well, now you'll be able to move in reality too.]

"..."

The red sphere turns toward me.

Along with the golden ring that's starting to distort again.

[Don't be too afraid. You won't die like this.]

"...What?"

Insane talk.

If I let her take over my mind like this, it's obvious what the result will be.

[I mean exactly what I said. You will continue to live inside me.]

"..."

[I commend your hard work so far... why that expression?]

"Fuck, you're saying some creepy shit."

[...Such foul language from this child.]

"Let me ask you one thing, you crazy bitch."

[Fine. I'll grant you that much mercy.]

"Why me?"

Why was it me?

A question I had pondered dozens, hundreds, thousands of times.

Why was I dragged into this world?

Why did this so-called Moon God, whom I'd never seen or heard of, choose me to be the vessel for their body?

And why did they do this shit to me?

I was so curious. Curious to the point of madness.

If, really, perhaps, there was a valid reason why only I had to be chosen?

If the reason wasn't just my bad luck?

If all my pain until now wasn't because "I was unlucky," but because "there was an unspeakable reason"?

Then I—

[Hmm? I never specifically targeted you though?]

"..."

[Isn't your self-esteem a bit too high?]

"..."

[How could I choose only you in this vast dimension—]

"...Kuk...kuhehe."

Fuck, of course not.
What a fucking bitch.

I've decided.
No matter what happens afterward.

I'm going to kill that bitch right here, right now.

"...Right, this is how it should have been from the...?"

[...Hmm?]

Just as her head was about to emerge, and just as I was about to lunge at her, something began to shine from my neck.

[...That can't be. How could it reach here?]

"...What is this?"

[There's no way it could interfere here?]

At that moment, as a dull light spread out, I had the illusion of ashes scattering.

"I've entered the mindscape, so where couldn't I go?"

[...You?]

"Farewell for now. This is my contractor after all."

[...Kuh, do as you please. The fruit isn't ripe yet anyway.]

"...Your way of talking is still shitty, you bitch."

Someone said it.

That dragons have an extremely strong attachment to what belongs to them.

It seems that saying was true.

Ch.141 - Evil Makes Light Inherently Magnificent.
The darkness still hung heavily in the air.

Inside the church, the lights remained on.

Recently, Demonic humans had been appearing consecutively within the Empire.

The Demonic human that emerged inside the Academy.

And now, another one from a duke's family, making two in total.

Demonic humans weren't something you could see easily.

Only those who could accept demonic energy into their human bodies and adapt to it could become Demonic humans.

The process involved unbearable pain, and if one lost their sanity during that process, they would become a demon beast rather than a Demonic human.

*Isn't becoming a Demonic human supposed to be incredibly difficult?*

Seeing them appear continuously lately made one wonder if that wasn't necessarily the case.

Meeting a demon was as difficult as plucking stars from the sky...

To think all those people were compatible with demonic energy.

Could all of this be mere coincidence?

Really? All of these incidents?

*Could it be that from the beginning, people who could accept demonic energy...*

"So, what do you all think about this method?"

The table shook with a thud.

Thanks to a bishop who was passionately continuing his argument.

Who was it that said evil automatically makes light more magnificent?

"...Is there something to think about?"

"Yes, Bishop McHinna. That method is..."

"No, what is everyone hesitating about?!"

Now was the time to elevate His status?!

That saying certainly seemed to be true.

***

Meanwhile, those who escaped from the red sphere.

Where were they now, and what were they doing?

"Hey."

"..."

"Hey, aren't you going to answer?"

A visibly dark background with crystals embedded between the spaces.

This place, which was anything but bright and rather gloomy at first glance,

was Jenison's mental landscape.

And it was also where Ibedia was currently staying.

The reason she brought Jenison here was simple.

The places she could go were limited.

She had merely brought him to the place she was most familiar with.

And at least here, they could also have a conversation.

"Ha, hey... if I hadn't saved you there, you would've died, man."

"..."

"You know that too, right?"

Of course, Jenison knew.

Even if he had continued fighting that woman,

he would have ended up defeated anyway.

He knew it clearly and certainly.

"...You're not saying you didn't know, are you?"

"..."

But that's precisely why.

He didn't want to admit it.

He had never seen her since coming here.

After accumulating resentment and grudges,

he had countless times thought about what he would do

when he finally met the one who sent him to this place.

And finally.

Today, he finally met that woman.

But he couldn't do anything.

He hated to admit it, even if it killed him.

"Why the hell do I have to be like this after saving you?!"

However, the ash-colored dragon's heart wasn't generous enough to understand and accept that.

Rather, she thought he should be grateful just for being alive.

If she had been just a little late.

No joke, even just one second late,

his existence would have vanished from this world.

As if he had never existed in the first place.

That's what it meant to be marked by a god.

"...I was prepared to die there."

"Yeah, you were prepared to die. Like a dog."

"..."

"You seem to value your life too cheaply."

Yes, from the first time she saw him, he was like that.

Never caring how much he got hurt,

achieving what he wanted by sacrificing his body.

This was a common trait among the strong,

and also the fastest path to destruction.

"Do you have any idea what would happen if you died there?"

"That's... not exactly."

Despite his age, he was whining like a child.

So unsightly.

Still unable to contain his anger,

unable to accept rational judgment,

just like a child.

"...I roughly understand your situation, I do."

But she tries to understand.

The ash-colored dragon, trying to understand a human creature.

This one deserved it.

In his memories, which she had accidentally accessed,

though insufficient compared to the pain she had experienced,

there were certainly things difficult for a human mind to endure.

Out of respect for a child who, despite experiencing such things,

never forgot his hatred for the gods and steadily endured.

"If you died there, everything would have gone according to her plan."

"..."

"You wouldn't want that, would you?"

She coaxes and soothes him. Just like handling a child of that age.

Like it or not, he had become her contractor now,

so for a very brief moment, she could be a support for a human.

Yes, for a very brief moment.

"Done thinking?"

"...Yes."

"Your answer?"

"Thank you for saving me."

His lowered head slowly raised again.

Still not perfect, but

with mature eyes like before.

"Good, and I have something to ask too."

"Yes?"

"Black!!"

"Who is this little one, huh?!"

"...?"

A black-haired woman appeared behind the ash-colored woman.

The girl who had appeared and disappeared in an instant just before.

≪You have awakened a spirit that has been sleeping for a long time.≫
≪The spirits will feel affinity towards you.≫

"...A spirit?"

"Mama!!"

"I'm not your mama!!"

***

Darkness.
A street in the underworld.

The deepest, darkest room among them.

Without fail, a shadow was sitting there.

No, shadows that would soon become many.

Swoosh—
The space split open for a moment

And out popped an odd combination:
an old man and a young girl.

Their facial expressions were as different as could be.

"I'm baaack..."

"...Tsk, how many times am I coming here today?"

The old man's voice was full of discontent.

No one welcomed him.

Except for one voice.

"...You're late, Lu."

"There's no need to come early. I'm only coming for Him."

A firm voice echoed through the darkness,

and the old man responded curtly.

Like mortal enemies.

"And don't casually speak my name, [Gluttony]."

"..."

"The only one who can speak my name is Him alone."

"...Be careful."

Thud—
The old man collapsed into his seat,

and only 4 out of the seven seats were occupied.

"So, is that guy not coming again?"

"Yes, he said he wouldn't come this time either."

"What?! Even though [Revelation] is coming down?"

"Yes, as always, burning with anger."

"...His arrogance reaches the heavens!"

Crunch—

A sound never heard before came from the old man's teeth.

From someone who hadn't shown a single sign of excitement in the previous battle.

"Pfft...!!"

And as if mocking the old man,

a snicker was heard from beside him.

Though her appearance was hidden in darkness,

the old man was infuriated just by hearing her voice.

Even without seeing any mocking expression.

"What's so funny, slut?"

"I told you I'm not a slut."

"Would you prefer to be called a vulgar woman?"

"A dog that tucked its tail and ran away still has a mouth on it, huh?"

"...Who are you saying tucked their tail and ran away?"

"Oh my, am I wrong, old man?"

Rumble—

The black background behind them

distorted for a brief moment,

and simultaneously,
they began to approach each other.

Glaring at each other as if they would kill each other right now.

"Vulgar woman."

"Decrepit dog."

Crack, crackle,
the old man's body made ominous sounds
as if it would split apart at any moment,

Snap, crackle,
the woman's body was also gradually moving away from human form.

"Enough,"

A man suddenly intervened between them.

The man who was called [Gluttony] earlier.

"I will not tolerate any more conflict."

"Don't interfere, [Gluttony]."

"Yes, even though I like you... don't cross the line, okay?"

This is our business.

Seeing these two who coincidentally agreed only at times like this,

[Gluttony] leisurely turned the pages of his book.

"Will you be like this even before His revelation?"

He spoke very leisurely, uttering words these two could never ignore.

"Has He sent it now?"

"...It's here? Now?"

"Yes, it just arrived."

"Waaah... let's... hear it quickly..."

"I was planning to do just that."

As soon as he finished speaking, something emerged from the man's book.

A long scroll with various languages written on it.

Whether it was made from some kind of leather was unknown,

but it didn't feel like ordinary paper.

It had a softer, damper feel that was well preserved,

closer to cloth than paper, if anything.

"Hmm, what does He convey?"

"Wait, I'll tell you."

"I... don't want to work..."

"Same here, I'm busy looking for men, you know?"

"Ha, truly a slut as expected."

"...You, I've had enough. Follow me—"

"[That day is approaching.]"

"...What?"

"[My children, gather the black fragments.]"

With a strange resonance, [Gluttony]'s words stopped there,

and as soon as he finished, all the shadows disappeared.

None of them bothering to hide their smiles.

Ch.142 - The Time Has Come
"So, you're saying you don't know who this kid is either?"

"No."

"Kamang, you don't know me?!"

"...But this kid is calling you Kamang?"

"...Yes."

"..."

"..."

"How does that make any sense?!"

This is unfair. It's the truth.

***

A girl with black hair, black eyes, and hands emitting a black light.

Let me say this upfront: I have never seen anyone like this girl before. Not even once.

In this world, black hair was actually quite rare.

Magic to change hair color certainly existed, but there was no reason for that girl to use such magic to change her hair color.

After all, she was a child I'd never met before.

Moreover, this girl was almost certainly a spirit, and I had barely seen any spirits in my life.

The only ones I'd seen were those hovering around Silvia recently, and they were all tiny. At least not the size of a small child like this one.

"Kamang!!"

"Gah..!"

Right, and they definitely didn't throw themselves at me like this.

The black-haired child suddenly leaped into my arms, and my already exhausted body fell backward onto this visibly sticky, unpleasant floor.

"...What are you doing?"

"..."

And then, a gray-haired woman caught me. With arms that looked like they might snap if you so much as flicked them.

"What are you staring at?"

At first glance, she had a similar build to the child in my arms. Plus, her hair was now braided into pigtails. For some reason, she looked incredibly childlike—

"You crazy bastard!!"

"Guhk..!!"

"The girl in your arms made me look like this, why are you staring?!"

"No...not really."

"...Tch, so you really don't know who she is?"

"...No."

Her hand briefly moved toward my chest. Or more precisely, toward the head of the girl nestled against my chest.

"Hehee!"

Pat, pat. As her hand stroked the girl's head like petting a cat, the girl's smile never left her face, and she kept staring at me.

"You know she's a spirit, right?"

"...I wasn't certain."

"Really? Well, I suppose these beings would have been forgotten by humans."

"What do you mean by that?"

Forgotten by humans?

Spirits, of all things?

Beings that live nearly eternal lives and continue to be born as long as nature exists.

That's what spirits are.

How could such beings be forgotten by humans?

Unless they had never revealed themselves, it would be impossible.

At least according to human common sense.

"Hm? Didn't you already know?"

"What are you talking about?"

"...You really are an idiot, aren't you?"

"..."

"Hah... how did I end up with someone like you as my contractor..."

She roughly grabbed her still-swaying side hair and pulled at it, as if she couldn't stand her frustration.

Her appearance was quite fierce as she fumed, but honestly, because of her physical appearance, she just looked like a child throwing a tantrum.

It was hard to believe she was the Ash Dragon.

"You're no different from me?!"

"...What?"

"...Hah, never mind. Where were we?"

"That...this little kid was forgotten."

As soon as I finished speaking, she spread her palm in front of my eyes, and I saw her five fingers.

"Name the five main attributes of spirits."

"...?"

"Name them!!"

The main attributes of spirits.

Simply put, they refer to the characteristics or properties of a spirit's power, and most typically take on the attributes of the natural element they were born from.

For example, if there were a spirit born from fire, that spirit would necessarily possess the attribute of fire.

The intensity or strength doesn't matter at all.

The fire characteristic just needs to be prominent in the spirit's power.

In this way, spirits are divided into five attributes: fire, water, light, plant, and earth.

Delving deeper, these attributes can be further subdivided, but generally, those five are all that's commonly known to the public.

"Good, you know more than I expected."

"...But what does this have to do with—"

"Now for a question."

At that moment, all the fingers she had been holding up folded down, leaving only one finger pointing at the girl.

"What attribute is this child?"

"...Well—"

"Just so you know, it's not light."

"..."

"Because light and darkness can never mix."

This is a rule set by the world.

Light and darkness must coexist, but they must never mix.

Perfect good and evil must exist, but imperfect good and evil must not, for that would go against this beautiful and perfect world we are about to create.

"What does that mean?"

"It means exactly what I said. It's just a rule of sorts."

"..."

"You look like you're wondering how I know all this."

"...I won't deny it."

"Well, I've just lived longer than you all, so it's natural."

As she said this, she somehow looked a bit... regretful and pained.

Not at all fitting for the Dragon of Magic who was said to have received the resentment of countless people.

"Anyway, that's not important, so let's move on."

"Hehe...hehee."

"Yes...let's."

There were mountains of questions I wanted to ask, but I didn't have the confidence to continue the conversation.

She seemed too unstable right now.

On the surface, she still looked like she could chew up several grown men, but inside, she seemed rotten, like she might collapse if someone just poked her.

I decided not to pursue the conversation.

"...Thanks."

Ah, I just remembered she could read my thoughts.

My face felt a bit flushed.

"Well, anyway... it's been quite a while since I've seen these ones."

"...?"

"I didn't remember at first, but watching you fight brought back some memories."

"Mamang...?"

The girl's head was being gently stroked again, and the woman's eyes began to shine.

Not beautifully sparkling eyes that would match her appearance, but narrow, thin pupils like a snake's.

Eyes I'd definitely seen before.

Like the eyes of a predator facing its prey.

Or more precisely, like the eyes of a beast discovering unfamiliar food for the first time.

"But if I'm right, this is quite something."

"...?"

"Hey, where exactly did you pick this one up?"

"...You think I picked her up?"

"...You didn't?"

As if I would have.

I'm barely managing to take care of myself, how would I have the luxury to care for someone else?

"...So you two don't have a contract either?"

"I haven't made any...contract."

"So she's just following you around on her own?"

"...Yes."

Why?

I only spoke the truth.

Yet her expression was rapidly souring.

"...You really have the devil's own luck."

"...Pardon?"

"No...never mind. I'll tell you when I come back later."

"...?"

"And take better care of your body, seriously."

With those words, my vision went dark.

***

Grind—teeth clenching.

Crunch—having gripped his fist too tightly, his nails dug into his palm.

Drip, drip. Blood began to stain the floor.

"...Explain."

"L-Lord Duke?!"

"Explain why my mansion is in this state."

"I-I, well..."

"Right now, give me an explanation I can accept."

Duke Reinhardt's expression had frozen into something beyond emotionless—it was ice-cold.

How many people could stand firmly before such an expression?

The servant standing before him was no exception.

Look at that sturdy build.

He was clearly a man of considerable strength among ordinary people.

He probably had great courage and feared nothing.

But now, it was all useless.

"I told you to tell me the truth."

"Th-that...well..."

"...Do you not value your life?"

"N-no!! I'll speak!!"

The Duke's razor-sharp blade looked like it might sever his neck at any moment.

Though he hadn't said it explicitly, the Duke was in an extremely foul mood.

His worthless son, whom he had cast out long ago, had suddenly become an imperial hero and been granted a title.

The daughter he had cherished even after that boy left the family had planned to stab the family in the back.

And after finishing a banquet and returning home, he found his mansion half-destroyed.

Could anyone but a saint remain calm through all this?

Moreover, the daughter he had confined to her room for fear of causing more trouble had disappeared.

He was in a situation where anything could happen at any moment.

*I must find Aria first, if nothing else...!*

"Do you not intend to speak?"

"N-no, it's just..."

"..."

"It's a bit awkward to explain verbally...eek!!"

"Then I suppose your useless tongue can be ripped out."

"N-no, really...I'll really tell you!"

The servant's face was already covered in tears and snot.

Seeing this, the Duke clicked his tongue once and withdrew his sword, leaving a final warning.

Next time, he truly intended to rip out that tongue.

"Tell me without a single lie."

"Y-yes!"

"Why is my mansion half-destroyed?"

And so the servant, wiping away some tears, recounted in detail everything he had witnessed.

How the young master had tried to take the young lady away somewhere.

How the elder young master had intervened personally.

And throughout this account, there was no falsehood.

"...Say that again."

"Y-yes?"

"...Allen became a Demonic human?"

"Yes? Yes...that's righ—AAAAGH!!"

"...I said I wouldn't accept lies."

The Duke denied this fact as blood splattered violently.

"Hooh..."

Someone watching this entire scene found this fact very interesting.

Ch.143 - The Princess Has Awakened
There are many rules in this world.

Unchangeable, immutable rules.

Since they are created by the will of the world itself,

absolutely no one can interfere with them.

And among those rules, there is one particularly unique one.

Unlike other rules, it doesn't force anything,

doesn't protect anything, doesn't recommend anything, and doesn't mediate anything.

In a way, it might be the fairest rule in the world.

If you want something, you must offer something in return.

Nothing special,

rather obvious when you think about it.

That unremarkable sentence now

echoed in a boy's mind.

***

Meanwhile, despite the very late hour,

the lights in the mansion remained on.

Partly because the holy power overflowing from John wouldn't allow them to be extinguished,

but mostly because the news that the young lady had awakened

had roused all the servants in the mansion.

"My lady, are you truly alright?!"

"Oh my... my lady, how did this happen to you..."

Even though the Charlotte family was notorious in the underworld,

they were still officially a ducal family,

and the fact that they handled underworld affairs

was merely a rumor circulating quietly among the nobility.

So the servants were genuinely concerned about her.

"Ah, I'm fine."

"But... perhaps you should rest a bit..."

"I'm tired of hearing that."

"But... the bishop also said you should rest..."

"I said I'm fine. I know my own body best."

After brushing off the concerns of all the servants who had rushed to her,

she began wandering through the mansion alone.

"I really am fine..."

Though she felt a little guilty about coldly rejecting the servants' kindness,

she shook her head vigorously from side to side,

and continued walking through the mansion alone.

It was rather unkind to the servants,

but if she hadn't done this, people would have kept following her.

Besides, her destination was full of patients.

No matter how politely she might ask,
their presence wouldn't help the patients' recovery,

so even though she felt bad, there was nothing she could do.

After dodging servants here and there,

she finally arrived in front of a room.

The holy power that had been softly emanating from afar

felt much stronger as she approached the door.

'KYAAAAA!!!'

"Oh, just bear with it a little longer."

'Grrrrk...'

"I'll be back soon."

As the holy power grew stronger,

her shadow began to thrash about wildly,

but she was determined to enter this room no matter what.

She still had a debt to collect

from the man sleeping quietly inside.

Besides, this level of holy power was still bearable.

At least for someone who had experienced a Saintess's holy power up close.

"Excuse me?"

"Ah, please come in."

After knocking on the door,

a man's voice from inside

gave permission to enter.

Probably the man emitting this tremendous holy power.

Thinking this, she opened the door with a creak,

and was greeted by a bright holy light.

"Ugh..."

"Ah, you're awake?"

As she squinted her eyes against the light,

a rather large man appeared before her.

A man wearing religious garments with a design different from what ordinary priests in the church usually wore.

He was clearly the cleric who had been treating her until now.

"Ah, are you the one who healed me?"

"It seems so. Are you feeling better?"

"Yes, I actually feel refreshed now!"

"That's good. If you feel anything unusual..."

"Yes, I'll let you know right away, don't worry~"

Though she was grateful for his treatment,

she didn't particularly like his rigid personality.

So rather than listening carefully to what he was saying,

she chose to approach the people inside.

Quickly moving past him as he earnestly listed precautions,

she looked around, searching for direction.

Probably to where that guy was lying.

Sure enough, after venturing a little further inside,

the candles that had been emitting holy power

surrounded a bed,

and next to it sat a young woman who appeared to be around her age.

*Her name was Aria, wasn't it?*

"Hello?"

"H-hello."

Someone once said that first impressions are determined by greetings.

*Since she's his sister, it wouldn't hurt to get friendly.*

"We've met before, right?"

"Yes..."

"Let's introduce ourselves properly. My name is..."

"No, it's fine. I already know."

"...Huh?"

"You're Lady Sino of the Charlotte family, right?"

"Was I that famous?"

"Yes... My name is Aria..."

"Hmm? What was that?"

"Aria... Reinhardt."

She seemed to hesitate a bit at "Reinhardt,"

but outwardly, there didn't appear to be anything seriously wrong with her.

Rather, the problem seemed to be with the boy next to her.

Whoooosh—

Despite being in a room overflowing with holy power,

he remained unconscious.

With pale skin drained of all color

and a visibly serious wound on his chest, he lay motionless.

His condition was so grave that she almost missed his usual gaunt face.

"Hey... when do you think he'll wake up?"

"...I don't—"

"I don't know either. This is my first time seeing such a case."

The answer to her question came from elsewhere.

From the direction she had just passed.

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. This is completely unprecedented."

"So what does that..."

"Well... it's as if the wound itself is rejecting holy power."

Rejecting holy power? A mere wound?

Holy power—the force that carries God's strength and spreads miracles.

That beautiful and sacred power that applies to all beings without discrimination

is being rejected by a mere wound?

"...I don't really understand, but it's serious, right?"

"Yes, extremely so."

"..."

"The lingering trauma continues to consume his body..."

"..."

"Blood keeps spurting out, and we have to keep regenerating it."

"..."

"But we have no choice. We must keep him alive."

Cough—
As soon as he finished speaking, violent blood droplets sprayed out.

Suddenly, without any warning.

Blood clots began pouring from his mouth.

And immediately, the man resumed treatment.

The scene was so familiar it was like watching a practiced master.

"Brother..."

"Sigh, as I was saying, this situation continues."

"...This is more serious than I thought."

"Yes, it's been like this since yesterday."

"..."

"I haven't slept at all because of it."

"..."

"I'm used to this kind of thing, so I'm fine, but..."

"I'm not sure how long his body can hold out."

Blood pours endlessly, and wounds keep opening.

A blood loss that would have killed an ordinary person long ago.

As he said, Jenison was in a condition where death wouldn't be surprising at any moment.

Having already lost all the blood he could in battle.

By all rights, he should have been dead by now,

*At this point, I wonder why he isn't dying.*

But his body endured. This endless pain.

For a full night.

"I'll do my best, but in this situation, eventually—"

"...Young master?"

That's when it happened.

A very thin, delicate voice interrupted John's deep voice.

And it wasn't the voice of someone already in the room,

but that of a new person.

"Just a moment, you can't just—"

"Huh? You're..."

"...Ella?"

These were the reactions of John, Sino, and Aria in order.

"Young master, why...?"

"Ella, how did you get here?"

"M-miss? Why is the young master...?"

"Wait, calm down."

"Mmph...!"

Seeing Ella's expression that looked ready to burst into tears at any moment,

Sino quickly covered her mouth.

Though she was partly at fault for forgetting about Ella's existence,

causing a commotion here wouldn't help the situation.

*Oh dear... I should have left her a message.*

"Now, calm down and speak carefully, okay?"

"Mm...mph...!"

"Yes, I'll let go now."

"Haah...!"

"You must have many questions, right?"

"W-why is the young master in this condition...?"

A question that struck right at the core.

How should she answer this?

He had simply gone to rescue his sister who was trapped alone in the mansion,

but then suddenly his brother turned into a Demonic human,

and after barely defeating him, another old monster appeared,

and they fought until the mansion was half-destroyed,

resulting in these severe injuries—should she say that?

*Would she... believe it?*

It might be more believable to say he was bitten by a neighborhood dog.

Sincerely, not as a lie.

"Um... but how did you get here?"

"Huh?"

In the end, the method she chose was

not to tell an incomprehensible truth,

but simply to change the subject.

"Even if your master is here..."

"Uh?"

"There's no way you could just enter a duke's mansion like this."

"S-someone... brought me—"

After finally hearing her full explanation,

she smacked her forehead.

*So Father told her!*

The outfit worn by the "someone" Ella described

matched exactly what people from her family wore.

The only people who could give orders to them

were herself and her father...

And since she had never given such an order,

it could only have been her father who commanded it.

*He didn't need to go this far...*

"But... why is the young master..."

"Ah... about that..."

Oh dear.
Back to square one.

As she was pondering how to answer,

"...Huh?"

"Ah, finally awake, I see."

"Y-young master?"

Several gasps and exclamations came from behind her,

and simultaneously, something rustled.

If she had to describe it, it was the sound of bedding being moved and blood spilling—

"Wow, he really survived."

"...You sound disappointed."

"No? I'm totally happy!"

"...Cough, cough!"

"I really am!"

And finally, the sleeping prince awoke.

With a rather disgruntled expression.

Ch.144 - Ah
The joints cracked and popped. Muscles that hadn't moved all night awakened.

Crack, crack, snap.
My back made beautiful sounds
with just the slightest twist.

Something hot was still
flowing down my chest,
accompanied by tremendous pain.

"Urgh...!"

"Wait...!"

"Please don't move."

The sudden feeling that the flesh
on my chest was being sliced away

made me jerk upright,
only to have someone's hand
block me from the front.

Or rather, several hands.

"...?"

"Brother, are you awake? Brother?!"

"Just, just don't move for a moment, please!"

"M-Master!!"

Many familiar voices
reached my ears.

As I slowly raised my head
and looked forward,

I saw Ella hanging anxiously before me.

"M-Master... let go of thiiiis!!"

"No, I understand how you feel,
but if you rush in like that, this person—"

"Brother... Brotherrr!!"

"Kuhak...!"

"Ah."

My sister's face, which I was seeing
again with a recovered body,

was covered in tears,

and somehow that felt
a little painful to me.

Both physically and mentally.

***

After a brief commotion,

the man in clerical robes
who appeared to have been treating me

suddenly began sending
everyone else out.

He said that since the patient
was awake, he needed to
continue the treatment in earnest.

'W-wait, my brother—'

'Don't worry, I'll do my best.'

'M-Masterrr!!'

I can still almost hear them echoing in my ears.

The pitiful sight of them
being lifted by those enormous hands
and sent outside.

'...Like seeing attention-starved cats—'

"..."

"..."

While I was lost in useless thoughts,

he returned to my side
and sat down,

creating an awkward silence between us.

And it wasn't me who
broke the silence first.

"Are you... feeling better?"

"Yes... thank you."

"No, I didn't do much."

"..."

"It's all because the Saint's body
held up so well."

Saint.

Just that title alone
made me frown slightly.

Of course, when I saw him
wearing clerical robes,

I thought he was from the church,

but I didn't expect him to
refer to me so directly.

Especially when I hadn't said
I wanted to be called by that title.

Well, I was grateful that
he hadn't mentioned it
when others were present earlier.

'...Did the Pope not mention it?'

"Are you alright?"

"...Ah, yes."

"...I don't know if you're aware, but the current state of your body—"

His explanation that followed was extremely lengthy.

The wound seemed to be
rejecting holy power, he said.

The expression on his face—disbelief even as he explained it himself—

was enough to represent
my current feelings.

I had received treatment once before,

but it certainly wasn't like this then.

Squeeze—
My chest tightened again along with his explanation.

As if asserting its presence.

"Ugh..."

"Oh my, are you alright?"

"...Yes, more or less."

"...I'm sorry, my abilities are insufficient to—"

"No, really, I'm fine."

I hurriedly raised him up as
he bowed his head solemnly.

At least this wound wasn't this man's fault.

After all, this wound was
surely caused by that tiny girl—

"Ah."

"What's wrong?!"

"No... it's nothing."

Ah, that's right.

This wound was surely
caused by that girl.

And that girl was definitely
connected to "that woman."

"That woman" had clearly told me.

My power has settled in your body...

...Urgh—

"W-wait, are you alright?"

"...Please leave."

"...What?"

"I have a way to treat this wound...
Please leave, quickly."

"Ah... if I'm here... Oh, I see!!"

"...?"

"Understood, Saint's will."

"...??"

"You don't want anyone to see
your hidden power!"

"...?"

"Don't worry, I'll leave right away."

There were so many things
I wanted to refute,

but he didn't give me the chance.

While I was still moving my lips,

he gave me instructions for daily care
and immediately left the room.

Telling me to rest well.

Hidden power? As if I had such a thing.

It's just that what I was about to do
would be too inappropriate
to witness for a cleric.

When I could no longer
sense his presence,

I hurriedly grabbed a knife
that was nearby.

A fruit knife that had been
neatly placed on a nearby cabinet.

And then, I plunged it in.

Into my chest, which was now
oozing pus along with blood.

Squelch—
Pshhh—

"God... damn it..."

As soon as I stabbed the knife in,
pus burst out,

and along with a terrible smell,
sticky fluid sprayed out.

Blood fountained out, of course,
and cutting into flesh while fully conscious
was still painful.

Even after all the pain I'd endured until now.

But I ignored it and
pushed harder with the knife.

Right now, I just wanted to
erase this wound as quickly as possible.

If my thinking was correct,
the wound itself was the problem.

The wound rejecting holy power,
meeting that woman again now—everything.

'If that woman's energy remains in this wound...!!'

That woman's energy,
a part of that bitch.

Barely suppressing the urge to vomit,

I began cutting into my chest again.

Like untying a woman's clothes,

very slowly and carefully.

Squelch—
Pshhhh—

A nauseating sight unfolded before my eyes,
but I continued moving the knife.

With the small, sharp blade
that had only touched fruit
during its lifetime.

One layer, then another.

I wanted to cut it all away,
but this was my body after all,

and unfortunately, I couldn't
take such extreme measures.

'If only it had been an arm or leg—'

"Brother... can I come in?"

"Masterrr...!!"

And not long after he left the room,

other visitors rushed in.

The women who had nearly created a sea of tears just moments ago.

"...No answer?"

"C-could something have happened?"

"Maybe he's... sleeping?"

No, that's not it.

I'm just frozen.

The moment I thought about them
seeing my current state,

my body stiffened automatically.

"W-wait, don't come—"

"Brother? Why are you awake but not answering...?"

"..."

"Ah."

Clang—
All the medicine bottles in Aria's hands dropped,

and at the same time,
Ella's eyes lost their focus.

Pshhh—

Even now, the blood from my chest
showed no signs of stopping...

I could definitely say this:

This moment was the most
uncomfortable in my entire life.

***

Meanwhile, at that same hour,

Charlotte's mansion wasn't
the only place where lights
remained on until this hour.

The owner of the gleaming
golden armor was also
not sleeping.

To protect his one and only master.

"Reindel, you may retire now."

"No, Your Majesty."

"Hah... aren't you being too rigid?"

Emperor Siegfried Frabel.

His fingers, which until just now
had been sipping wine while
sorting through documents,

now pointed toward the door
of the room he was in.

"There are plenty of knights
to protect me right there."

"..."

"So go get some rest now. That's an order."

"..."

"Don't you know how important
it is to take care of yourself?"

"...Understood."

"Yes, that's more like it!"

Though he swallowed a deep sigh inwardly,

he had no choice but to follow the order.

The emperor was clearly his master,

and his current order came purely
from concern for his wellbeing.

What knight would worry his master?

"...Then, I shall personally hand over
Your Majesty's guard duty."

"...Haha, do as you wish."

"Thank you for your permission."

"Don't be too strict with them."

"..."

"Compared to your standards,
who could possibly measure up?"

"...I will try."

"Yes, and please consider their dignity too."

With the emperor's final words,
he stepped out of the room,

and in the corridor right outside,
numerous knights were lined up.

All for the emperor's protection.

"L-Lord Reindel?!"

"You came out alone...?"

"Has something happened to His Majesty?!"

Sure enough, knights questioning
his emergence.

It made sense, as he had always
been by His Majesty's side without fail.

"Hmph..."

"L-Lord Reindel?"

"It's nothing. His Majesty is safe."

"Phew... that's a relief."

"And I am now going to rest."

"W-what?!"

Perhaps they never expected
the word "rest" to come from his mouth?

Every knight present, except for him,
couldn't hide their shock.

Some even dropped their swords.

"What... did I just hear?"

"...This must be a dream, or a hallucination?!"

"Yes, it must be. There's no way
the word 'rest' would come from his lordship's mouth..."

"..."

He hadn't expected such a reaction.

Even though he rarely took rest recently,

he certainly didn't expect them
to draw their swords in threat.

'...Well, at least they seem
to take their duty seriously.'

"Don't laugh so casually, demon!!"

"Where has Lord Reindel gone?!"

"..."

Just as he was admiring the quality
of these guards,

he realized he needed to clear up
the misunderstanding first.

Before a sword fight broke out
in this narrow corridor.

"That's not what—"

"Lord Reindel."

And at that moment,

the vice-captain of the knight order
he commanded returned.

The one he had sent to
follow Duke Reinhardt.

"...You finished already?"

"Not exactly, but..."

"Then immediately—"

"I've obtained some very interesting information."

"...?"

And his next words

were enough to shock everyone present.

Well, some were already pale with fear
before these words even began.

Ch.145 - Summon The Four Great Houses.
"...it's true."

"Um...really?"

"Yes, unlike before, the wound is healing."

In the end, the situation was resolved by bringing back the priest who had left the room earlier.

The women who had been panicking with pale faces until just a moment ago finally recognized that everything I had done was medical treatment.

"...So what my brother said was true?"

"Yes...that's all I can tell you."

"..."

Shuuuung—
As soon as the golden holy power touched my body, new flesh began to grow on my chest that had been completely torn apart. Color returned to my skin, and soon not even a single scar remained on my body.

"How are you feeling now?"

"I think I'm fine."

"That was truly an extraordinary method, cutting out the affected area completely..."

"..."

"I haven't seen such a treatment method in so long that I momentarily forgot about it..."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes...though I've only heard of this method being used in the Arena."

The Arena.

A place frequented by criminals of the Empire, the only place within the Empire where killing another person is permitted.

Initially, it was nothing more than a prison for the worst criminals with no hope of rehabilitation, but following a nobleman's proposal, it had degenerated into entertainment for the nobility.

The basic facilities there were extremely poor.

After all, no one really cared if those people died.

Who would worry about criminals? Especially those who had committed heinous crimes.

The meals provided were rotten meat and spoiled eggs.

Hellish combat training continued all day long.

Forget about bathing—they weren't even given rest areas.

Screams never ceased in that place.

Only those who cut and tear human flesh gathered there, making it nothing short of a slaughterhouse where mercy could not be found.

Naturally, the weapons they carried were the same. Most were coated with fast-acting poisons. In such cases, cutting out the affected area and then treating it was said to be very effective.

"If only I had recalled this method a little sooner..."

"..."

"Your companions wouldn't have had to suffer such distress."

"..."

"Haha... I thought my memory was good..."

As he spoke, a hint of regret showed on his face. He seemed very familiar with such emotions—the expression of someone who had watched many lives slip away despite having saved and cared for countless others.

At that moment, that was the expression he wore.

"No, the treatment you've provided so far has been a great help."

"But still...!"

"Besides, this is quite far from medical knowledge, isn't it?"

"..."

"It's understandable that the bishop wouldn't know about it."

"...I'm truly grateful for your kind words."

The man, who was so tall that I had to keep looking up at him, slowly began to bow toward me, his face filled with apology and guilt.

If the people present had been high nobles who had no concept of manners, they might have reprimanded and humiliated him for not thinking of this method sooner.

But I didn't find his demeanor particularly pleasant.

Well, he might not have learned it or simply forgotten it, right?

In a world where all kinds of injuries can be healed with a single application of holy power, who would bother studying and remembering such folk remedies?

Not one in a hundred, not one in a thousand.

They would focus on developing their holy power instead.

And I didn't even know if such a treatment method actually existed.

I just thought that removing the wound would naturally fix the problem.

So at least for me, there was no reason to criticize him.

Of course, the women who had been watching him all this time felt the same way.

"Oh, it seems to be completely healed now?"

"Ah, Miss Sino."

"...You're calling me by my first name now?"

Ah, that's right. I had always addressed her by her surname, so it was no wonder she was surprised.

"...You were a great help in rescuing Aria this time."

"..."

"Thank you very much."

"It's fine, it's all just repaying a debt anyway!"

She smiled brightly as if the past events didn't bother her at all.

I heard she had also suffered serious injuries, yet how could she smile so energetically?

Indeed... she and I didn't seem to be compatible.

I had long forgotten how to smile so vigorously.

"...By the way, Miss Sino."

"Yes?"

Looking at her with a momentary sneer, I began to ask all the questions that had been bothering me.

I clearly hadn't killed that old man, yet how was I still alive? Where had the Saintess who was there gone? And where had the old man disappeared to? And so on.

I wanted to know what had happened after I collapsed there.

And she answered my questions sincerely.

"Haah..."

"Well, isn't it enough that you survived?"

"Yes, brother... you're alive..."

"...That's right, young master... really..."

"...Yes, that's true."

Soon I let out a sigh.

Of course, I should be grateful a hundred times over to Duke Charlotte who had saved me and others, but I was quite disappointed that I hadn't killed that bastard.

'...Though having such thoughts is certainly disrespectful—'

"Oh, I almost forgot!"

"...?"

Was she trying to organize my complicated thoughts?

She handed something to me.

A brilliantly glowing blue crystal ball.

"What is this?"

"You've been absent from the Academy for a while, right?"

"..."

I lowered my head to look at it.

The crystal ball still emitting a beautiful blue light.

It was so beautifully crafted that it looked like a magic tool...

[Academy Student, Viscount Jenison.
Your attendance is requested as soon as possible]

...I didn't realize it was actually a magic tool.

"Oh... brother, it says you're a viscount here. What does that mean?"

"Y-young master, have you become a viscount?!"

It seemed this message was visible to everyone else as well, judging by how Aria and Ella were surprised beside me.

"Yeah~ He's probably the first person to receive a noble title at that age!"

"Really? If my brother has really become a noble again—"

"Congratulations... congratulations, young master!!"

"This is truly something to celebrate!! Lo—no, young lord!"

For the first time in a long while, I found myself craving the acrid smoke of cigarettes I had given up.

I wanted to hit my head with that black smoke right away.

***

CRASH—
With a tremendous noise, the chair was pushed back, and simultaneously, the numerous stacks of documents on the desk floated in the air, each following their own chaotic path.

"...Is that true?"

Even now, emanating a red aura from his entire body, the most noble person in this Empire asked.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Can you truly say there is not a single lie in your words—"

"I would gladly swear to it."

"You!! How dare you interrupt His Majesty's words..!!"

Until now, no one had dared to interrupt his words, and if the person who did so was merely the vice-captain of a knightly order, it was even more unforgivable.

Reindel could not forgive this fact.

He even drew the sword he still carried on his back.

The Golden Lion's Sword.

Reindel's exclusive weapon, considered a weapon of mass destruction by other knights.

A sword so large that an ordinary person could never lift it was now pointed at one man.

"I'm fine with it, Reindel. Stand down."

"But...!"

"It's alright. We don't have time to worry about such things in this situation."

However, the one who blocked him was none other than the Emperor himself, and since the person concerned did not wish for punishment, Reindel could no longer raise his sword.

He only vowed to give him a thorough mental education later.

"I am grateful for your mercy, Your Majesty."

"Enough with the formalities. Are you absolutely certain?"

Certainty.

The Emperor asked again.

Can you truly be certain of what you heard, and can you truly take responsibility for what you've said?

A question with such meaning.

"Yes, I stake my honor as a knight on it."

And the vice-captain's oath in response.

The most loyal, sincere, and diligent knight order.

As the vice-captain of Reindel's direct knight order, there was not a hint of vanity, let alone any trace of pretense or falsehood in his tone.

Only then did the Emperor begin to believe his words.

Of course, that alone was not enough to calm his throbbing head.

"...Your Majesty, are you alright?!"

"Yes... I just have a bit of a headache."

"..."

"I never thought that fellow would go so far."

"..."

"But you say it's definitely not a lie... oh well."

It's no wonder his head hurts.

No, it's fortunate that it ended with just a headache.

The events to come would be even more arduous.

And that was absolutely certain.

"Hah... Reindel."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Secretly summon all four great houses."

"...All of them, Your Majesty?"

"Ah, of course... except for the Reinhardt family."

"I shall obey your command."

For the imperial family, which had long maintained an adversarial relationship with the nobility, to target a ducal house was a matter that would cause significant repercussions.

Ch.146 - The Back Alley Is Unified In Darkness
"Young master... you're not feeling well, so please just a little longer...!"

"That's right, brother... it's okay to stay in bed a little longer..."

I can hear their voices trying hard to dissuade me from getting up.

Since my wounds might not have completely healed yet, they're all saying the same thing—that I should rest a bit more for my own good.

I almost gave in to their selfless warmth for a moment, but pathetically, I don't have much time to rest right now.

That's because I'm still too weak.

No matter how nicely you put it, I'm merely ordinary at best.

I'm not one of those geniuses who can see something once and learn ten things from it.

As much as that fact is regrettable, disappointing, and hard to accept, reality doesn't change just because I wish it would.

I had to accept and acknowledge this fact.

I am weak.

"I know my own condition best, Aria."

"But..."

"Don't worry, I won't overdo it."

However, no matter what, I had no intention of just sitting around like this.

My enemy, the one I'd gladly tear to pieces...

The bastard who caused my mother's death.

He remembered me, mocked me, left me alive, and departed.

And that bitch who brought me to this place told me that my current situation was purely due to my luck.

Saying people like me are a dime a dozen.

Asking if my self-confidence wasn't a bit too high.

She blew away all my troublesome concerns—all those countless times I wondered if there might be some reason—in an instant.

And in such an infuriating way.

Isn't that reason enough?

No matter how exhausted I was from my difficult life, right now I didn't feel like resting at all.

If anything, I wanted to move my body even more.

If I didn't move with this mindset, I would feel guilty.

"...I also think it would be better for you to rest this time."

"I feel the same way, young master."

Of course, since I had nearly died, they weren't the only ones opposing my brief rest, but I was truly fine.

So much so that this leisurely time felt like a luxury.

"I heard you woke up, so I came..."

Creeeeak—
At that moment, the door opened and a man entered.

The confidence to enter a duke's mansion without knocking, and steps taken without a hint of hesitation.

Logically speaking, the number of people who could act this way in this mansion was extremely limited.

"I didn't expect you to cause such a commotion right after waking up."

Duke Charlotte.

He was entering the room.

With a smile like that of a mastermind.

*...No, is he really a mastermind?*

"Boy... or should I call you Baron Jenison now?"

"Please call me whatever you prefer, Your Grace."

No matter how I might be the youngest person to receive a title, I shouldn't forget.

He is a duke, and I am merely a baron.

Moreover, he is practically my benefactor now.

In a way, it's because he helped me that I'm still alive here.

So showing this level of respect was only natural.

"Well then, would it be alright if I speak casually?"

"Yes, I would be grateful if you did."

"H-hello, Your Grace."

"Hmm, I'm glad to see the Reinhardt lady is safe as well."

"It's thanks to Your Grace's kindness and favor..."

"Haha, thank you for saying so."

After finishing his conversation with Aria, the duke approached John, who had been standing stiffly beside me.

Patting his daughter's head once along the way.

"You have quite impressive skills."

"Haha... well, I do bear the title of bishop."

"Excessive modesty becomes deception."

With those words, the duke's fingers snapped together, and as if on cue, a black arm rose from behind John.

More precisely, from his shadow.

"...?!"

"Haha, don't be alarmed, please accept this."

Clink, clink—

The sound of coins echoing from the pouch held by the black hand.

Of course, John adamantly refused as soon as he heard the sound.

As was proper for a priest, he insisted he hadn't provided treatment for such worldly things.

However, the duke eventually placed the pouch in his hand.

"—therefore, no matter what happens, I cannot accept this money..."

"Do you think my daughter's life is worth less than that bag of money?"

"What do you mean...?!"

"If you don't accept it here, what would become of my dignity?"

"..."

"And let me say in advance, I absolutely don't care what you do with it."

"..."

"For example... couldn't it be used for the ongoing church reconstruction?"

"...!"

"Money is both worldly and very primal."

"..."

"What do you say? If you accept it now, I could just consider it the feelings of a father with a daughter—"

"...Despite my shame... I'll accept it."

"Haha, thank you for accepting my sincerity!"

...It felt like it was half forced into his hands, but since it was beneficial for both parties, I didn't particularly mind.

It was only right that someone who worked hard received appropriate compensation, so I didn't think there was any need to worry about it.

Besides, I was the one who needed to be concerned right now.

*Ah, I'd like to speak with Baron Jenison alone...*

*...What?*

*Could you... make that happen?*

*Brother is still a patient—*

*Yes, tell me when you're done talking, Father?*

*Haha, I promise.*

*W-wait, my lady?!*

*Hehe, let's go get something to eat!!*

*W-wait a moment, brother?!*

Now there were only the two of us in this room.

The head of the ducal family and an insignificant baron.

Who wouldn't be nervous in this situation?

I found myself swallowing hard and shifting my eyes around cautiously.

Even someone like me didn't want to be disrespectful to my benefactor and my family's savior.

As a result, I was dying from trying to maintain manners I'd never bothered with before.

I tried to keep my gaze fixed in one place, keep my hands and feet still, and not open my mouth carelessly.

Until I felt like a doll.

Yes, noble etiquette always felt like this.

Not practical at all, yet full of empty formalities—the epitome of luxury.

And the one who mercilessly shattered all my efforts was none other than the duke himself.

"Hmm... your muscle tone and physique aren't particularly impressive?"

"...!"

After sending everyone out of the room and staring at me silently for a while, he reached out and began touching my forearm.

And not with an ordinary touch, but with hand movements like someone examining meat before butchering it, his eyes filled with curiosity.

"Nor do you have the palms of someone who handles a sword..."

"..."

"I heard your magical talent isn't particularly great either...?"

"..."

"I don't understand... I don't understand..."

Squeeze, squeeze—
Poke, poke—

...No matter if he was a duke, having a grown man touch my arm like this was both physically and mentally repulsive, but the fact that he was my benefactor held me back, and fortunately, he soon removed his hand from my arm.

Adding an apology for touching me without permission.

"No, it's fine."

"Really? Thank you, even if you're just being polite."

"Haha..."

"Would you answer a question I have for the baron?"

That's when it started.

When his previously warm atmosphere began to change.

I thought that now I would learn why he had sought me out.

Why he had come to me immediately upon hearing I had awakened.

"I'll answer anything I can."

"Good... then I'll ask freely."

"Yes."

"The baron's personal combat ability is hard to believe for someone your age."

"..."

"You know that too, don't you?"

Of course I know.

After all, my current age is different from my actual age.

Though I might be far inferior to those overflowing with talent, if compared to students of my apparent age, I would clearly be superior right now.

I had the overwhelming advantage of time.

Well, they would catch up eventually.

"Of course, since you were once a child of a ducal family, it wouldn't be strange if you had consumed many elixirs, but..."

"..."

"Even so, your skill exceeds reasonable bounds."

"..."

"Clearly, until recently, you were a boy who had never once displayed such strength."

"..."

"And although you may not have had any personal acquaintance with that old man, you seem to be connected somehow..."

"..."

"...Baron, let me ask you one thing."

"...Please go ahead."

"Do you have any intention of opposing the Empire?"

The face that had been smiling until just now began to visibly harden.

As if he would immediately draw his sword if he detected any lies in my answer.

"If you have such intentions..."

"..."

"I wonder if I should cut off the sprout right now."

"I..."

"Yes, tell me."

"...I have no particular intention of opposing it."

"..."

"..."

"...Haha, that's the truth."

As if confirming my words were sincere, the duke rose from his seat with an expression of immense relief.

As if he had learned everything he wanted to know.

"I apologize, as one gets older, one develops needless suspicion."

"...No, it's fine."

"Hmm... but I'd feel uncomfortable leaving things like this..."

"No, I'm really fine—"

"That would be good."

As if he had no interest in what I was saying, the duke snapped his fingers once more.

This time, a black hand rose from beneath the duke.

Holding a piece of paper and a quill.

Scratch, scratch—
The sound of the quill pen echoed.

A sound I had heard so many times before that it had become tiresome.

"There, it's done."

"...?"

"Tell me... what would you do if you could become stronger than you are now?"

"...Pardon?"

"You wouldn't want to let that old man slip away again, would you?"

"..."

"Haha! That's the most pleasant expression I've seen today!"

"Is there... a specific method?"

"I'll write you a letter of recommendation."

"...?"

"Take this and throw a coin three times in front of the fountain in the square."

"..."

"Then someone will appear to guide you."

"Guide me... to whom?"

"To someone who can make you stronger."

"..."

"Well, it might be difficult, but I believe you can do it."

"...Thank you so much for this."

"Hehe... Ah, yes. The password is this."

The back alley is unified by darkness.

A truly fitting phrase for a back alley.

Ch.147 - A Child Who Received A Title Directly From The Emperor
In the 21st century I once lived in, this might not have been an issue, but the empire I now live in doesn't have the best public safety.

Things are so bad that a saying has spread among commoners: "If you want to see a chase, just stand at the food stall in the marketplace."

No one knows who started this rumor, but one thing was clear—theft occurred frequently enough for such ridiculous rumors to spread.

"Move aside! Get out of the way!!"

"Ca-catch that thief!!"

"Starting again? I bet he won't get caught."

"Then I'll bet 100 coins he will."

Of course, these incidents didn't happen openly. The guards weren't paid to sit around doing nothing. Naturally, when such things occurred, they did their best to capture criminals and lock them up.

"Hey there... adventurer. Dining and dashing is clearly a crime in the empire."

"...Hah, guard gentlemen... I'm not in a good mood right now."

"...And?"

"Let's do this nicely... or perhaps you'd like to taste my blade—ARGH!!"

"Nothing more to see here. Arrest him and transport him."

"Yes sir!!"

The guards themselves were no pushovers. Being the empire's security force, they couldn't afford to be overwhelmed by criminals. They were carefully selected talents, handpicked by the lords who governed each territory.

"Huff... huff... stop chasing me!!"

"W-wait, stop... I said stop!!"

"Damn it, over there...?"

"...Hah, I'm going to get an earful again."

However, there was one place in the entire empire without a single guard assigned to it.

That place was Gloom Street.

Commonly known as the back alley.

I don't know what magic someone cast, but sunlight never entered that street, even during the day.

It remained in perpetual darkness, like an eternal night.

Of course, the empire tried to solve this problem by installing magical tools that emitted light to forcibly illuminate the street, but the lack of sunlight caused unexpected inconveniences for many people.

Without sunlight, people indoors couldn't tell how much time had passed outside. Plants withered without sunlight. People were reluctant to enter areas without light-emitting magical tools.

Citizens' complaints continued to grow, and eventually people stopped visiting the street. Before long, not even footprints remained there...

"...Hey, what about here?"

"Where... are you crazy?"

"No... why, what's wrong?"

"This is that place, Gloom Street!"

"Damn it... are we in a position to be picky? Let's just go in!!"

This situation was actually perfect for criminals. With no people around, they could freely roam the streets. Even if pursuers followed them, they could simply hide in the darkness.

Moreover, since people once lived in this street, they didn't need to find new shelters. They could just enter any empty house.

As rumors about the street spread, it eventually became what it is now—a district housing the worst humans in the empire.

"Your Majesty, we continue to receive disturbing reports about the situation in Gloom Street..."

"Perhaps we should dispose of such trash as soon as possible..."

As they continued to expand their influence, news naturally reached the emperor's ears, and simultaneously, a considerable number of nobles rejoiced.

"Haha, finally we can kill that bastard!"

"Sigh... if His Majesty just kills him... there won't be any witnesses left!"

Many of them already had connections with these criminals. They judged it more efficient to silence them permanently rather than risk their associations becoming public.

They couldn't have predicted the emperor's decision.

"Hmm... let's leave them be for now."

"W-what?!"

"Y-Your Majesty, what do you mean...?!"

It was an answer no one expected. They couldn't believe such words came from the mouth of a benevolent ruler who loved his people more than anyone.

Some nobles were already doubting their ears, and among them, some had their jaws dropped so wide they looked dislocated.

The backlash was severe, understandably so—these were criminals after all. Men who had broken through the empire's numerous defenses to enter that place. Their skills were surely extraordinary.

How could the emperor possibly want to leave them alone?

The nobles couldn't understand his thinking—until he spoke again.

"We can't control such men anyway. Isn't it better to gather them in one place and rule over them?"

That was probably the beginning—when a single ruler began to emerge in that street filled with darkness, a lawless zone that no one had been able to govern.

***

In the silent room, I was the only person present.

"Well... I'd like to stay longer, but I must be going now."

"Pardon? Have you finished your business with me?"

"Honestly, not completely... but what can I do?"

"...!"

As he finished speaking, a black hand emerged once more.

In that hand was a magical tool very similar to the crystal ball I had seen earlier.

The only difference was that this crystal ball was red.

Red—the symbol of the imperial family and the sun.

"Even I cannot ignore a summons from the imperial family."

With those words, he vanished, leaving me alone in this spacious room.

With only this paper he had placed in my hand.

*Flutter*

In the empty room, only the sound of rustling paper could be heard as I slowly examined the writing on the fluttering sheet.

Why? No particular reason.

I just felt I should know who I was going to meet next.

[I, Leoru van Charlotte, hereby command...]

Among the densely written text on the white paper, I managed to find a single name.

If this was indeed his "name."

"...Black Mule? Is that a name?"

Black Mule. I'd never heard of it before.

Clearly someone who had lived only in the back alleys.

I hadn't seen this name even among the wanted posters I had once glanced at while walking the streets.

"Black... Mule, Black Mule..."

"Knock, knock! May I come in?"

As I was trying to commit the name of this mysterious black donkey to memory, a voice from outside the door began knocking.

*Creeeeak*
And simultaneously, the door opened again.

"So, is the conversation over?"

"...Miss Sino?"

The person peeking into the room was none other than Miss Sino.

A woman with hair the exact same color as her father's, who had vanished without a trace from this room just moments ago.

"Hehe, hello?"

"Where did everyone else go?"

"They're eating in the mansion~"

"...I see, thank you."

Well, even before I brought her out of the Reinhardt family, her cheeks had been quite hollow...

I could tell she probably hadn't eaten for some time.

"No... well, no need for thanks~"

"...Yes."

"But can I ask you something?"

"Yes? Yes, go ahead."

"What did you talk about with my father?"

"..."

I deliberately closed my mouth that was about to open.

Because of the curiosity gleaming in her eyes.

I know her personality—she can't stand not knowing things.

She might keep asking me endlessly what conversation her father and I had alone.

She might even follow me around continuously.

But... I couldn't tell her.

'Oh, and before I go, may I ask one favor?'

'Yes?'

'Since you might be in danger going forward.'

'....'

'...Please try not to involve my daughter in that danger.'

'....'

'She's already been through enough pain.'

Since he had asked me as a father with a daughter...

Even if it made things seriously inconvenient for me, I couldn't break that promise.

No, I didn't want to break it.

Absolutely not, no matter what.

"You don't want to tell me? That's disappointing~"

"...I'm sorry."

"No, it's not that serious... haha..."

The atmosphere had become awkward after my blunt refusal.

Perhaps trying to change the suddenly deflated mood?

The corners of her mouth turned upward even more.

Without any action or words from me.

As if she herself found this atmosphere too uncomfortable.

"Oh, right!"

"...?"

"The Academy, when are you going back?"

...The Academy. Come to think of it, it was about time to return.

With all the royal events, the Great Forest, banquets, and so on—

After participating in and visiting so many events, I hadn't been able to return to the Academy.

Now that I remembered, I was planning to return as soon as tomorrow.

"Tomorrow? You're going right away?"

"Yes, I should at least show my face there."

"...Will you be okay?"

What does she mean by okay?

Did something happen at the Academy?

I hadn't heard any such news.

"No... um... never mind, I won't tell you!"

"Pardon?"

"On second thought, I think it'll be more fun to see your reaction!"

I should have realized it then.

What it meant for nobles when the emperor personally bestowed a title,

And that the Academy was also full of nobles.

Ch.148 - The Duke Who Gave Everything
Swoosh—
The empty void space split open

And from within, a woman emerged.

A woman with hair the color of ice,

It was none other than Duchess Renuel.

"A sudden summons... what could this be about?"

However, unlike usual,
her complexion wasn't very good

The reason being the sudden summons from the Imperial Palace.

Similar to how Duke Charlotte was called.

"Yawn... I'm already tired enough..."

"Oh, I didn't expect you to arrive first."

"...You're here too, Iris?"

"Haha, why don't you lighten up your expression? Either way, we're both looking at something unpleasant."

The person greeting her after she had made the effort to arrive despite her fatigue

Was none other than Duke Iris.

One of the men she disliked the most

And the owner of the Empire's largest trading company.

"Hmm... surely Charlotte won't be coming too—"

"What's wrong with me coming, Iris?"

As if even that tiny mutter
couldn't escape his ears

Duke Iris had barely finished his self-talk
when Duke Charlotte appeared from behind him.

Startled, Duke Iris
pulled out a magic tool from his chest

But upon realizing who it was, he put it back.

Of course, that didn't mean
his sharp gaze toward the man had changed.

"...You could at least announce your presence, Charlotte."

"Haha, whenever I meet you,
I always look forward to your reactions."

"You're both like children, really."

"Huh? What did you just say—"

"...By the way, where is that man?"

The two men bickered amusingly like old friends.

Duchess Renuel deliberately ignored them

And looked around searching for that man who hadn't arrived yet.

Yes, normally he would be the one
lecturing everyone about punctuality.

"Hmm... come to think of it, he's late?"

"Did something happen?
I never thought he'd be the last of us to arrive."

"...He's not ignoring His Majesty's orders, is he?"

"Surely not, no matter how reckless that man is—"

"Don't worry,
I didn't summon him intentionally."

Tap, tap, tap—
As the Emperor's footsteps echoed from the darkness

His voice reached the ears of the dukes.

"""We greet the Sun of the Empire."""

"No, there's no need for such formality."

The dukes had instantly knelt in their places.

The Emperor awkwardly accepted their greeting

And slowly invited them to take their seats.

Thud.
Thud.

Only after all the dukes had settled in their chairs

Did the Emperor take his seat

And the first to question him was

None other than Duke Iris.

"Your Majesty, may we know why you summoned us today?"

"Haha... why such hurry?
Let's have some tea first—"

"...I apologize, but I don't have much time."

Swoosh—

As his words ended,
a stream of golden energy directed toward him.

On the back of the energy's owner
hung a sword

A very large and crude-looking sword
that, judging by its appearance,

Could only be wielded by one man in the entire Empire.

"Duke, show respect to His Majesty..."

"Reindel!!"

"...I know this isn't proper etiquette."

"..."

"But I don't even have
the luxury to enjoy luxury."

"..."

"For a merchant, time itself
is gold, money, and wealth."

Merchant.

No one present was unaware
of what those two syllables meant to him

So everyone refrained from speaking carelessly about him

Leaving only a seriously frozen atmosphere in the room.

"...Very well, then I'll get straight to the point."

"W-wait, Your Majesty.
Someone hasn't arrived yet..."

"Don't worry, Renuel.
Duke Reinhardt won't be coming today."

"...What?"

"In fact, that's partly
why I called all of you here."

Click—
As soon as the Emperor finished speaking

He began to take something out from his chest.

Something that at first glance
might look like a magic token.

"Does anyone know what this is?"

Of course, no one would know.

Because this was an item
that had never been circulated in the Empire.

"It's the Church's magic detection orb."

"...Magic detection, you say?"

"I recently obtained some interesting information."

Allen Reinhardt, the eldest son of Duke Reinhardt's family.

Information that he died as a demonic human.

"...!"

"...No way?"

Information about a demonic human appearing in a ducal family,

All the heads of houses except that family gathered in one place,

And on top of that, bringing the Church's magic detection orb here with their cooperation...

By this point, what he was about to say

Was all too obvious.

"I believe the Reinhardt family has made a deal with demons."

***

Screech—
A chair dragged across the cold floor

With chilling sword marks surrounding it.

Sword marks left as if drawing a circle around the chair.

As if to indicate that a dragon-like
sword attack had swept through,

Shattered furniture was scattered at the far end.

Bookshelves, of course.

Tables and cabinets,
glass cups and flowerpots, and so on.

Everything in the room had been cut into pieces of uniform size.

By a single man's sword.

Slash—
The sword was swung once more

And this time what the sword
touched was a bottle of alcohol.

A high-quality, exquisite liquor at that.

Crack—
The sword blade met the glass

Slash—
And cut right through it.

Of course, just the top of the bottle.

The contents of the bottle sloshed momentarily

But the man holding the sword,
as if not caring about even that,

Brought the cut bottle opening to his lips.

The slightly rough surface of the cut bottle

Started to tear his lips slightly

But that too wasn't important.

More than the stinging taste of alcohol on his lips,

His insides were burning more fiercely.

As if he had truly swallowed flames.

"Haaah..."

The room was now filled with steam.

Sweat poured like a flood from the man's body

And simultaneously, steam erupted from his sword.

This feeling that wouldn't leave
no matter how many times he swung his sword.

Thunder-like anger tried to dominate his sword

But each time, the man swung his sword again.

First, to suppress the burning emotion
raging in his heart.

Second, to ignore the voices
that continued to echo in his head.

In other words, to deny reality.

Whoosh—

As strength gathered in his grip,
the wind pressure created by the sword intensified

Whooosh—
And the blade of the sword extended.

A blade made of blue-glowing mana.

A realm that even those overflowing with talent
could barely reach with bone-grinding effort.

At first glance, it looked like long threads
sprouting from the sword

So some called it Sword Thread (劍絲).

A realm that some could never reach
even with a lifetime of effort.

But his sword didn't stop there.

Whooosh—
Whooooosh—
Whoooooooosh—

One, two, three... the length of the blade growing longer.

Finally, the extended blade slowly disappeared

And as if to replace it, a membrane settled on the sword.

Sword Thread (劍絲), the realm beyond.

The realm where countless threads rise
and envelop the sword itself.

Sword Aura (劍罡)

A place that only those who have
mastered everything about the sword can reach.

He was now demonstrating the mysteries of the sword.

"M-My Lord...!"

Just as he was about to swing his sword again,

There was a servant who fearlessly entered his room...

"...What is it."

Perhaps thinking his sword swing had been interrupted

His voice came out with a sharp edge

And simultaneously, moonlight flashed behind his back.

Murky black eyes and roughly disheveled hair.

The luxuriously designed clothes draped over his shoulders

Seemed to prove his status.

"I-I'm sorry, I should have knocked...!"

"...Be more careful next time."

"Y-Yes sir!"

"So... what's this urgent matter?"

Duke Reinhardt.

He was the head of one of the Empire's four great families

And one of the very few Sword Masters in the Empire

"About how to conduct Young Master Allen's funeral..."

"Just do it as usual.
What is there to ask about?"

"The... the extent of damage to the body..."

"It won't be a problem either way."

He was a man who couldn't be called humane even in jest.

Because long ago, he had already sacrificed everything he had.

***

Meanwhile, as the day passed,

Jenison left the mansion
and headed toward the Academy

And the first place he visited was none other than

His dormitory.

It had been a while since he returned

And having stayed there for quite some time,
it was the place most familiar to him.

"Did I come to the wrong room...?"

"Is... is that it, young master?"

"No? This is definitely your room?"

"Miss Sino? Why are you here too..."

"I was just curious about what your room looked like?"

"...What is all this?"

"Hm? Didn't I tell you?"

"...What didn't you tell me this time?"

"You're a celebrity now."

"...?"

"Did you think you'd be normal after receiving a baronship at your age?"

"...Oh."

"Congratulations on your popularity, Mr. Delinquent?"

"The young master... is popular...?"

"...Don't look at me like that, Ella."

Ch.149 - Definitive Evidence
Before returning to the Academy officially, I decided to stop by the dormitory first to unpack my few belongings.

The wooden floor creaked welcomingly beneath my feet as I walked. When I opened the door to my dormitory that I hadn't seen in a long time, numerous papers wedged between the doorframe fell to the floor—all of them in expensive-looking envelopes.

"...Why is it like this?"

I picked one envelope from the pile, opened it, and immediately threw it away.

The reason? The three words written at the top of the paper that appeared as soon as I opened the envelope: "Tea Party."

Seeing those three words, I decided the letter wasn't worth reading further.

Looking at the sender, it was from a noblewoman I'd never even met, yet she suddenly sent me this invitation.

Wasn't her intention completely transparent?

Holding onto the faint hope that not all these letters contained the same content, I picked up another one.

But sure enough, while not mentioning it directly, it was full of various excuses about building connections or promoting friendships, subtly indicating that they wanted me to visit their family.

Almost all of these numerous letters were like that.

"Haa... I didn't expect it would go this far..."

"Young master, what should we do with these?"

"..."

Of course, that wasn't all.

They were nobles after all—they wouldn't just send these things.

I looked up.

Next to my dormitory were numerous boxes stacked up, packages of all sizes with notes bearing family names placed on top of each one.

It was so blatant that I stood there blankly staring for a while.

Then she appeared beside me again, approaching the pile of boxes with a seductive smile.

"Wow, there's even the Ertel family... and the Ron family?"

"Do you know these families?"

"Sort of? Their heads are quite opportunistic."

Since these families were mentioned by Charlotte, I thought there might be something good about them.

But it seemed she didn't remember them fondly.

"They tried to approach our family once."

"...?"

"People we'd never met suddenly pretended to be close to us."

"..."

"I asked someone to investigate them privately."

...That was surprising.

No matter how opportunistic they might be, to think they'd try to cozy up to the Charlotte ducal family.

Even using their own children to do so.

"Hmm, and I remember the head himself was quite a rude person."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes, a loud old man who just yelled all the time."

Since it came from her mouth, I didn't think it would be much different from their actual personality.

But still, to refer to the head of a family simply as a "loud old man."

I wasn't sure if I should consider this typical of her behavior, or if I should admire her for acting like a true daughter of a ducal family.

"But I didn't expect them to approach you this quickly."

"...?"

"They usually never make a move until they're absolutely certain."

"Is that so?"

Not knowing much about them, I didn't have much of a reaction, but she seemed to sense something odd.

I could tell by the way she was pouting her lips and thinking deeply.

"Well... it must be one of two things."

"Two?"

"First, you gave them enough certainty."

"I haven't done anything like that."

"Second, they think they can manipulate you as they please."

"...?"

"They're looking down on you, basically."

As her second finger unfolded, her eyes curved into half-moons.

As if she'd caught the scent of something interesting.

...Looking down on me, huh.

Since I'd never been involved with them before, the first possibility was highly unlikely.

So the only possibility was the latter—

"Jenison!!"

"Hm? Who's calling my—ugh!"

While I was deep in thought, I heard my name and turned around.

Suddenly, blue hair was shaking wildly before my eyes, and by the time I realized what was happening, my body was already falling backward.

"It's been so long!!"

"What's with all this noise... Young master?!"

"Hehe, you really are popular, aren't you?"

Bang—

With their laughter, my back hit the wall, and somehow a blue-haired girl was in my arms.

She was rubbing her soft hair against my chest.

"Li-Lianna, what are you...?"

"Thank goodness... you're okay?!"

"...?"

"I was worried something might have happened to you!!"

"Ah-aack, w-wait, what is this?!"

"Y-young master? Just a moment, who is this person..."

Thump, thump, thump.

Her small fists were surprisingly painful.

***

"So... what will everyone do?"

"..."

"I'm not forcing anyone, just to be clear."

"Your Majesty, I have a question."

When everyone remained silent after the Emperor's words, the only one who raised his hand was Iris Duke, known as the most competent merchant in the Empire.

"Yes, I permit you to speak, Iris."

"...Your Majesty, do you plan to expel Reinhardt?"

"..."

The Four Great Families of the Empire.

That name carried significant weight.

In fact, it was even more valuable than most people realized.

Just look at the Iris ducal family right now.

Even though the current head's skill and innovative business plans had created today's Iris Trading Company, it was ultimately because he had the Iris name that he was able to build his company to what it is today.

Thanks to nothing else but his name.

He knew this fact all too well, which is why he had to be more serious than anyone else in this meeting.

He understood the value of being one of the Four Great Families better than anyone, especially as a merchant.

He had to constantly consider what benefits and losses would follow if the Four Great Families became Three, and he wasn't on bad terms with Duke Reinhardt to begin with.

If anything, they were on good terms.

After all, the Duke was a valuable customer of his company.

Moreover, the products the Duke wore had become quite trendy at one point...

For these reasons, he wanted to defend Reinhardt.

Of course, the others had no such intention.

"What are you trying to say, Iris?"

"Without definitive evidence, I cannot agree to his expulsion."

"..."

"Regardless, he plays a crucial role in this Empire."

"...And?"

"We cannot suspect a ducal family without solid evidence."

However, neither Renuel nor Charlotte spoke up despite their thoughts.

As he had just said, the Emperor hadn't provided them with definitive evidence yet.

Solid evidence that the Reinhardt family was connected to demons.

'Well, if I speak carelessly and it turns out to be false...'

'I don't want to deal with that backlash.'

Besides, setting aside their personal feelings, there was no reason they had to be hostile toward the Reinhardt family.

So the only choice they could make in this situation was to remain neutral.

For the safety and future of their own families, they thought it was the best choice.

They had no intention of taking an active stance until definitive evidence emerged.

No, all the dukes present felt the same way.

"...So, you say definitive evidence is needed?"

"Yes, that's correct... Your Majesty."

"...Certainly, I too am uncomfortable with targeting a ducal family based on mere speculation."

"I share the same opinion, Your Majesty."

"Then if there is evidence? Would you not help Reinhardt?"

"..."

"I'm asking if you would agree to expel Reinhardt."

Despite all the dukes expressing negative opinions, the Emperor covered his mouth, unconcerned.

Like an artificial gesture trying to hide a smile.

Iris felt uneasy at that single gesture, but he couldn't back down now.

It was more important not to fall out of the Emperor's favor than to lose one important customer forever.

"Yes, if the evidence is definitive... Iris will follow Your Majesty's will."

"...Do you all share this opinion?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"How could we not?"

"Good. Reindel?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Bring it."

"I shall obey."

At that moment, Reindel, who had been standing in the back with his hands behind his back, moved.

His hand holding a bright red sack.

***

"Huff... huff..."

"Head maid!"

"You've returned alive!"

"What did the Duke say?!"

"...He simply ordered to proceed with the funeral as planned."

"W-what?!"

"Really...?"

"...Yes, the Duke clearly ordered so."

"That's... too cruel..."

"Shh! Karen... be quiet! What if he hears you?!"

"B-but...!"

"..."

"Young Master Allen's head is missing... and he says to proceed with the funeral as is...!!"

***

"Now, what about this?"

"...!"

"Al...len?"

"Oh, so Duke Renuel recognizes him."

Allen Reinhardt. Once the brightest star among his peers.

His head now appeared before the assembly.

Along with purple skin, proving he was a demonic human.

"Well? Isn't this sufficient evidence?"

Ch.150 - Let's Take Action Proactively
"Tsk, I don't even have an escape route anymore."

Duke Iris clicked his tongue inwardly.

He had wanted to protect his priority client, but with evidence like this, what could he do?

"...Your Majesty, may I examine it more closely?"

"By all means. Here... I'll give you this magic detector as well."

Taking the magic detector from the Emperor, he drew a very thin layer of mana with his other hand.

It was a minimal protective measure in case touching it directly might contaminate him with demonic energy.

Of course, as soon as he drew mana, Reindel's hand behind the Emperor immediately moved toward his sword, but he soon realized there was no hostile intent and sheathed it again.

After confirming the sword was back in its scabbard, he slowly picked up the red hilt with his mana-coated hand and brought the Academy's magic detector to its opening.

Beep—beep—
Noise immediately came from the detector.

"..."

"Demonic energy detected."

"...Ha, that bastard really...!!"

Everyone had been holding onto a small hope despite their suspicions, and their reactions were intense. The most extreme reaction came from none other than Duke Renuel.

"I kept thinking 'no way,' but it's actually true?"

Even though they growled at each other whenever they met, they had known each other for a long time.

Despite his recent personality changes, she never thought he would be involved with demons.

Or perhaps she had been turning a blind eye, telling herself he couldn't have fallen that far, choosing to remain vaguely indifferent.

"How... how could this happen...!!"

"There, there... calm down."

After briefly consoling the shocked woman, the Emperor's gaze turned elsewhere.

Toward a man who had been circling around Reinhardt with a slightly odd presence.

"What do you think, Duke Iris? Is this evidence insufficient?"

"..."

"Even if the Duke himself isn't involved, his eldest son becoming a demonic human is a serious matter."

"...Do as Your Majesty wishes."

Now even Iris had no choice.

The small hope he had been harboring was completely extinguished by his own hand just moments ago.

*Tsk... if Reinhardt cancels his orders, the losses will be...*

"Good, then I'll take that as everyone's agreement."

"...Yes, as you wish."

The only thing he could do now was think of a way to dispose of the remaining inventory as quickly as possible.

And in the most profitable way.

***

"Not even sending a single letter..."

"...I'm sorry."

"I really wanted to see you..."

Though my chest still ached slightly, not contacting her at all was entirely my fault.

I clenched my teeth, trying to suppress a groan of pain, while Rianna, either aware or unaware of my condition, continued to bury herself against my chest.

"Whoa, m-master is now...!!"

"Hehehe... it looks good, doesn't it?"

She didn't even care about the stares around us.

Come to think of it, she wasn't the type to rush at me like that earlier either.

If she were her usual self, she would have blushed and looked for a hole to hide in immediately.

"Rianna, were you always like this?"

"..."

"Rianna?"

"I met someone recently and made a decision."

"A decision...? What kind?"

Hearing my question, she immediately lifted her head and gave me a bright smile.

The kind of smile that could instantly captivate clueless men.

Her aqua-blue hair combined with that smile gave her a somewhat mysterious appearance.

"To act more proactively in everything."

"..."

"I can't completely ignore what others think, but..."

"..."

"I decided to try my best anyway!"

I wasn't sure who she had met, but I preferred seeing her like this rather than all hunched up like before.

The fact that she, who had always been constantly checking her surroundings, was now able to smile on her own.

I was ready to welcome such a change anytime.

"Master... proactively...?!"

"Pfft... are you worried about having more competition?"

"What? What did you just say—"

"Nothing, nothing at all!"

"...?"

"Besides, look, someone else is coming."

It might sound obvious, but since arriving at the Academy, Ella and I had been busy organizing our belongings in the dormitory.

Rianna wasn't the only one heading our way.

I could clearly hear it in my ears.

The creaking wooden floor sounds from his footsteps.

"Aren't you a bit late?"

"It's been a while, Albert."

His muscles seemed to have grown even more since I last saw him, as Albert's physique was larger than in my last memory, and the magical power emanating from his body had noticeably developed.

If before it was like a single bonfire... now his magical power was like a furnace.

"Albert, have you been well—urk!!"

"Hmm...!"

"M-Master?!"

*Whack*

His punch still packed quite a sting.

Compared to Rianna's small fists that had been thumping against me earlier, this felt like the real deal.

"Ugh..."

"That's punishment for not leaving any word."

"...Sorry."

"Suddenly leaving your family and now receiving a baronetcy... really."

"..."

"Thanks to you, people around me have been bothering me lately."

Well, that makes sense.

Until recently, these two were the only ones who would hang around with me.

Judging by the scene in my dormitory earlier, I'm sure quite a few people must have approached these two as well.

Mostly children of noble families.

And what happened next was predictable.

They would have asked about me. Probably pestering them for any information, no matter how trivial.

If even Albert, from a ducal family, found it annoying...

"...Albert."

"Don't worry."

"...?"

"She's a spirited one."

"..."

"You don't need to worry about her."

"I see."

"Besides, do you even have the luxury to worry about her right now?"

"...?"

"Professor Oliver was looking for you on my way here."

"Me? Professor Oliver?"

Seems like I had one more thing to deal with.

***

"Lady Isabella, do you have a moment...?"

Again. This was the fourth time today.

Someone approaching her as she walked down the corridor.

And all of them sneaking glances around as they did so.

"...Who are you?"

"I'm Reina... of House Scarlet."

House Scarlet...

I think I remember seeing her once at a tea party.

I recall they were a count's family.

"Hello, Lady. What business do you have with me?"

"Haha... well..."

Ah, I think I know what this is about.

The other three people who approached me with the same tactic.

They all had that expression when talking to me.

The expression of someone debating whether to say something or not.

"If... if it's not too presumptuous, your former fiancé—"

"..."

"I-I'm sorry!!"

Sensing the suddenly chilled atmosphere, Lady Reina hurriedly fled, and only then did the surrounding gazes turn elsewhere.

There was no other reason. They were simply afraid of consequences.

Who knows?

If they kept staring at her tactlessly, they might end up on her bad side.

"Haha... the weather is really nice today..."

"I was just thinking the same... haha..."

"...Haaa."

"...!!"

A cold sigh was directed at the students trying to ignore the scene and walk past, and they jumped in surprise and fled, but the person who sighed didn't care about the surrounding gazes at all.

Right now, she literally had no room to care about anything else.

Or more precisely, she didn't want to care.

*Why are these questions coming to me when the engagement was broken off quite a while ago...?!*

Of course, she knew that news about Jenison was a hot topic at the Academy these days.

She had eyes and ears, after all.

It's natural to be interested when someone our age receives a title directly from the Emperor.

And of course, she had predicted that this would happen to people who had any connection with him.

Knowing someone well can translate directly into power.

*But I didn't expect it to come to me too...*

After all, they had already broken off their engagement.

Even though they had been connected through the title of children from the Four Great Houses, they were now just awkward ex-fiancés.

Besides, she was never really close with Jenison to begin with.

From the start, she and he weren't lovers who developed into fiancés, but simply an arranged marriage between families.

And back then, she had an inherent disgust for his behavior, so she never tried to learn about his preferences.

The only things she knew were that he disliked noisy environments and foods with a fishy smell.

*Come to think of it, for someone who was engaged, I know nothing about him.*

There was a somewhat bitter taste in her mouth.

Of course, even with just this information, many students could use it as a reference for his preferences, but for someone who had been engaged to him, it was certainly a meager amount of information.

*Yes, let me try to recall carefully once more... surely I can find at least one thing he likes!*

Thinking this, she began to picture him in her mind.

Black hair, black eyes, always with dark circles under his eyes.

He didn't seem to care much about his appearance, but as shown at the banquet, once he dressed up, he had looks that would stand out even from a distance.

*No... no, this isn't helpful at all...?!*

Without stopping her thoughts, she tried to look out the window for just a moment, hoping to clear her mind even a little.

"Hmm, I need more practical information... huh?"

And what entered her field of vision was a black-haired boy with his companions.

Ch.151 - Open The Door
The pleasant sunlight was shining brightly in the garden.

I passed through it and headed straight into the Academy.

For some reason, Professor Oliver was looking for me.

I figured he'd probably be in the faculty office, since most professors worked there.

"...But why are you two following me?"

"Professor Oliver rarely calls for students personally."

"We're just curious, so don't worry about it!"

"..."

Well, Albert had always been that kind of person, but Rianna—I wondered who she'd met that changed her personality so much.

Not that I disliked the change, but she was so different from the person in my memories that I occasionally felt a sense of disconnect.

So, with my audience tagging along, I entered the Academy and walked toward the faculty office.

Immediately, everyone's attention turned to me.

"Hey... isn't that Jenison?"

"Has he finally returned?"

"He won't get mad at me for being informal, right...?"

I was just walking quietly, but I could hear people whispering around me.

I hadn't even looked at them or said anything.

The reaction from everyone seemed completely different from before I left for the Great Forest.

"Isn't it obvious?" "Of course it is!"

When I mentioned this, the gazes shifted again.

Albert looked at me like I was truly pathetic, and Rianna's expression wasn't much different.

"You're a baron now, of course it's obvious."

"...But it's just a baron, isn't it?"

Albert tried to explain the reason to me, but I still didn't quite understand.

Baron—the lowest rank among the five noble titles.

Besides receiving such a title a bit earlier than others, was it really such a meaningful achievement?

In reality, the Academy had students from families of counts, viscounts, and even dukes, who outranked barons.

Even if I was the youngest person to receive a noble title—

"No, that's not the point."

"Hmm...?"

"Have you forgotten who gave you that title?"

"..."

"The fact that you received the title at the youngest age isn't what's important."

The point was that His Majesty the Emperor personally bestowed the title upon me.

That alone was enough to explain why so many students were focusing their attention on me.

"Why? Isn't it obvious?!"

The nobility had always been in opposition to the imperial family.

And at the top of the imperial family was none other than His Majesty the Emperor.

What did it mean when such a person granted a title?

It was practically an open advertisement.

The Emperor, the ruler of this empire, had chosen this person.

It was a silent warning that he had accepted me as one of his own, so others shouldn't mess with me.

But such things didn't happen easily.

According to records, the last time the Emperor personally granted someone a title was seventeen years ago.

"But what about you?"

"...?"

"Until recently, you were just someone who left your family."

"..."

"Then suddenly you gained fame and caught the Emperor's eye?"

"..."

"It's a story that would make the higher-ups flip their lids, don't you think?"

"That's true, but..."

Wasn't this a bit much? I wasn't some celebrity.

Though I wasn't unfamiliar with being the center of attention, it felt strange that the emotions in their eyes weren't negative.

No, they could even be called positive emotions.

At least no one was openly cursing at me.

"Wait, then those things in my dormitory today...?"

"Yes, most likely ordered by the students' parents."

"..."

"There's nothing to lose by building connections with a noble who's on the Emperor's side."

No wonder there were so many letters inviting me somewhere.

Their goal seemed to be to at least become acquainted with me.

Otherwise, they wouldn't have sent such elaborate letters with gifts to show their goodwill.

Not to mention attaching notes with their family names so blatantly.

"...This is going to be annoying."

"Now you understand how we feel?"

"...Sorry."

"Forget the apology, let's hurry. The stares are burdensome."

"Yeah, let's go quickly...!"

Trying to ignore the continuing stares from those around us, we ran straight toward the faculty office.

Not noticing a different, somewhat sticky gaze directed at me.

***

The distance to the faculty office wasn't that far, but I spent quite a long time wandering outside.

It wasn't because I got lost or forgot where the office was.

I still remembered its location clearly, and it would have taken just climbing up and down a few stairs.

But while going up and down those stairs, I encountered quite a few classmates and juniors.

"Oh... it's Jenison!"

"...Who are you to—"

"Hello!! Senior Jenison, my name is—"

"No, who are you...?"

What happened next was predictable.

As those kids kept approaching me, I fled with Albert and Rianna, which is why we arrived later than expected.

It wasn't a big deal.

Creeeeak—

As soon as I opened the door to the faculty office we'd finally reached, the smell of old wood wafted out.

Bone-dry wood without a hint of moisture.

The kind of smell you'd expect when chopping firewood in an old countryside house.

That smell emanated from the faculty office, and at the same time, Professor Oliver appeared.

With his ever-neat hair.

"Professor Oliver, I heard you were looking for me..."

"Ah, you're here? Just a moment..."

The professor had always been lenient about tardiness, so as expected, he didn't get very angry.

Well, he seemed to have lit his pipe out of boredom while waiting, but he put it out as soon as we entered, so it didn't matter.

Unlike me, who had been a smoker early on, these two weren't smokers yet.

"I apologize, you came later than expected so I lit up for a moment... *cough cough*"

"No, it's my fault for being late."

"Ahem... do you know why I called for you?"

"...I'm sorry, but I don't."

That wasn't a lie.

On the way here, I had asked Albert many times.

Why would Professor Oliver, who was in charge of Class B rather than my Class A, call for me as soon as I returned to the Academy?

Did he know anything about it?

Of course, his answer was always "I don't know."

"Is that so? Then I'll have to explain everything."

"...?"

"First, while you were away in the Great Forest, I became the professor in charge of your class."

"...What?"

"Ah, only temporarily, of course."

"..."

"The professor in charge of Class A, due to sudden circumstances..."

...It wouldn't matter if it wasn't temporary.

Professor Oliver was quite well-known as a person of integrity at the Academy.

If anything, I should be disappointed that it was only temporary.

"And one more thing... you came at just the right time."

"...?"

"I need you to be an assistant."

Assistant.
It was a word I hadn't expected at all.

I never thought I'd receive such a request from someone as distinguished as an Academy professor.

"I need a skilled student to help teach the students."

"...Why me?"

"It's just a rumor, but with your skills, you could certainly help your juniors."

"May I refuse?"

"Of course, it's not free. I'll grant you one wish."

"..."

"Within my capabilities, that is."

***

Meanwhile, at the Reinhardt mansion.

The servants were still bustling about, and the reason was the half-destroyed mansion.

"W-wait, the mages should quickly start here...!"

"No, that can wait!"

"Couldn't we rebuild the bathroom first...?"

More than half of the mansion's outer walls had been blown away.

As a result, many of the mansion's main facilities were now disabled, requiring professional help.

The servants felt like they'd been hit with a bombshell out of nowhere.

The mansion that had been perfectly fine until yesterday was now damaged beyond recognition.

Moreover, young master Allen, whom they had served, had passed away...

Naturally, the atmosphere in the mansion was chaotic.

"Sigh... when will the mansion be rebuilt?"

"I don't know. By the way... what about young master Allen's funeral?"

"I heard the Duke ordered it to proceed as planned."

"...Huh, even though his head is gone?"

"That's right."

"Heh heh... truly heartless... even though they're blood relatives—"

"Excuse me."

In the middle of the day, while the mansion's reconstruction was still ongoing, figures in black cloaks appeared before the guards protecting the mansion, just like yesterday.

At least twenty of them, or perhaps even more.

"...Stop!!"

"This is the Reinhardt family mansion—"

"W-wait, is that?!"

And in their hands were small tokens.

Tokens with the red imperial insignia.

"Open the gate. We have business with the Duke."

Ch.152 - Black Robe
"Master, everyone has been gathered."

Behind the man in the black mask, who seemed to be conversing with someone, numerous figures in black robes stood in line.

No conversation passed between them.

Their master had forbidden them to speak.

Since they couldn't risk being identified by their voices, he had banned speech entirely.

A cruel measure, in a way.

So that even if someone caught them later, they couldn't reveal each other's identities.

"...Good, how many people have gathered in total?"

Swoosh—

As always, their master appeared from the darkness.

To him, darkness was practically his home.

"Everyone except those who are injured or on missions, sir."

"Then... about twenty-five, I suppose."

As if already accustomed to his master's appearance, the man wearing the black dog mask continued his report, and the Duke casually acknowledged it.

"Um... Master."

"Hmm?"

"I know it's presumptuous of me... but may I ask a question?"

At that moment, the black dog raised his head.

As if tilting his head toward the moon above.

Since he was a loyal dog who rarely expressed his own opinions,

"Haha, go ahead. Ask anything."

The Duke gladly accepted his request.

After all, these were his precious subordinates.

He believed that if they had questions, he should answer them.

"If our destination is really that place..."

"..."

"What purpose do we have for going there?"

The Duke's expression, rarely seen to change, began to harden.

He who always maintained a poker face.

Recalling the voice from earlier:

'By the Emperor's authority, I command you, Charlotte.'

'As you command, Your Majesty.'

'Bring Duke Reinhardt along with the other dukes.'

'...What if he resists?'

'As long as you don't kill him, I don't care.'

Capture him alive by any means necessary.

Would that even be possible?

Even though his personality might be quite twisted,

He was one of those who had claimed the position of family head through his own power,

And a rare Sword Master within the Empire.

To entrust such a task to someone as ordinary as himself, who merely sat in the position of a duke.

'Your Majesty is truly inconsiderate.'

Well, perhaps he should be satisfied that he wasn't going alone.

With those two, it might be possible to subdue him somehow.

Feeling overwhelmed, he let out a heavy sigh,

Causing the man in the black dog mask to flinch.

He probably thought his question had greatly disturbed my mood.

That must be what he was thinking.

"If my question has offended you, please—"

"No, that's not it."

"...?"

"I was just... curious, I suppose?"

Hunting dogs who had never questioned the orders they received throughout their lives.

And the one who commanded all of them was this "Black Dog."

In other words, he was the one who followed my orders more faithfully than anyone else...

"I was curious why you, who has always been so obedient, would question me now of all times."

"It's to calculate the risk level of this mission."

An immediate answer.

A response that came back instantly, without a moment's hesitation.

His answer came back so quickly that it felt as if he had prepared it in advance.

"Haha... risk level."

Risk level, really? Was that the best excuse he could come up with?

I should have clearly told him.

About our destination.

"If you have that much strength to spare, you'd better focus on swinging your sword one more time."

Because you might really die otherwise.

Beep—beep—
The crystal ball rang.

A crystal ball with an ice-cold color.

It meant that Renuel was also ready.

And following that, the final signal sounded.

Dong—dong—
The sound resonating from the golden orb.

A signal.
Iris's signal.

"Depart."

"Yes."

The destination was Reinhardt.

A place where the idol of all knights once existed.

***

The White Temple.
A place that served the gods, the Church.

"Saintess, please cheer up..."

"Saintess, if you drink this, you'll feel energized!"

"Oh... Saintess, you look quite haggard..."

Today, the place was unusually noisy.

That place which was normally so solemn.

"Saintess, the scenery here is really..."

"Saintess, how about this..."

"Saintess!!"

The word that echoed from all their mouths.

Saintess.

She had started speaking less

Since the day after she was brought to the church unconscious.

'Saintess, it's mealtime.'

'....'

'Saintess?'

'..Yes, I'll come down soon.'

At first, they thought she was just not feeling well,

But as days passed, her condition became increasingly strange.

She would space out if they took their eyes off her for even a moment,

As if she was deeply focused on something,

Her responses grew shorter and shorter.

Of course, she always insisted that she was fine,

But very few church members actually believed her words.

They all thought she was lying because she didn't want to worry them.

'Is the Saintess... in a bad mood these days?'

'Maybe she used too much holy power?'

'Well, they say she used a sacred relic too...'

Why did the Saintess's condition suddenly deteriorate like this?

Various speculations began to circulate among the believers,

But her symptoms showed no signs of improvement.

They tried dispelling magic in case it was a curse,

They poured holy power into her in case something was wrong with her body,

But it only brought her back to awareness for a very brief moment.

Eventually, as time passed, she would return to spacing out and focusing on something as if nothing had happened.

Of course, some suggested that the Saintess must have her reasons,

And that the church's behavior might be too overprotective,

'Please talk sense, will you?!'

'No... the Saintess might need some personal time—'

'That's not it! What if something is wrong with her body?!'

'But... she's the Saintess, so she should be able to heal herself...'

'If the problem is mental, she might not be able to heal herself!!'

The Saintess's position in the church was apparently more solid than expected,

Everyone was considering the possibility that something might be wrong with her body.

'If what he said is true... Jenison...'

In reality, she had just been lost in thought all day,

And had no mental space left to pay attention to others.

"Saintess... if you drink this, you might feel better..."

"No, this would be better for her body—"

"Everyone... I'm really fine..."

"No, you're not, Saintess!!"

*This is so noisy I can't concentrate on my thoughts...*

While the Saintess insisted she was fine,

Two holy knights began to debate and compete over what would be best for her body.

For a moment, the Saintess found them annoying,

But soon realizing that they were all concerned for her,

She quietly closed her mouth.

And then,

Knock, knock
There was a knocking sound.

"Hello, Saintess."

"Who... who are you?!"

"How dare you intrude upon the church...!!"

Shing—

Before the swords of the holy knights guarding the Saintess could point at him,

The man quickly raised both hands.

It was the typical gesture indicating he had no intention to fight,

And for some reason, he had his face completely wrapped in a black robe.

With such a suspicious appearance that seemed to embody suspicion itself,

Everyone was on guard against him when

The Saintess turned her attention to the piece of paper in his hand.

"...Who are you?"

"Saintess, stay back...!"

"I've come to request the dispatch of priests to our location."

His words about requesting priests while dressed like an assassin

Left everyone momentarily dumbfounded,

And the man who had been quietly watching their reaction

Calmly handed them the paper he was holding.

"What is this...?"

"It's an order from His Majesty the Emperor."

"...What?!"

"Please read it."

A piece of paper that looked expensive even at a glance.

The contents of the paper were as follows:

Immediately, the church was to gather high-ranking priests and several skilled priests

And send them to the designated location below.

It seemed like quite a rude demand in a way,

But the Saintess just silently read the letter,

Without showing any resentment yet.

"Is this the designated location?"

"Yes, it's a place where many casualties might occur."

"..."

"If there's any problem—"

"I'll accept it."

"...?"

"But I'm coming along too."

"S-Saintess?!!"

Surprised by her sudden declaration,

The two holy knights tried to dissuade her,

But her mind was already made up.

Instead, her eyes were shining with anticipation.

***

At the highest point of the Reinhardt family mansion.

Duke Reinhardt was still swinging his sword there.

Despite the mansion being noisy for some time now.

"L-Lord Duke!!"

A servant entered his room with a bang.

Rude and impolite footsteps.

"...What is it now?"

He responded to the servant with a slightly sharp voice.

Ready to chase him away immediately if it wasn't urgent.

"S-suspicious people have broken into the mansion!!"

"...What?"

"P-people in black robes... ack...!"

"Oh, were you here?"

A black shadow instantly struck past the servant,

And then transformed right in front of him.

Into a middle-aged man with beautiful pink eyes.

"Charlotte... what are you doing...?!"

"Haha, well, it's come to this."

A very familiar voice with a very awkward appearance.

Understandably so, as he was currently wearing a black robe.

Ch.153 - Passing The Buck
The black robe.

Reinhardt knew exactly what it meant in Charlotte.

"Charlotte, I asked what the hell you're doing."

Extreme anger rose from his expression, which remained completely motionless.

At the same time, Charlotte showed a smile with her eyes through the deep, dark black robe.

"I'm sorry, but isn't this my job?"

"...Job?"

"Eliminating threats to the Empire."

Of course he knew.

In fact, any noble who had made some entrance into high society couldn't possibly be unaware of it.

Charlotte's relationship with the Imperial family, and the work they did.

"What does that have to do with me?"

But Reinhardt still didn't understand.

Of course, he wasn't ignorant of what they did.

However, even so, there was still something he couldn't comprehend—why they had invaded his family.

He could pride himself on always having been an honorable noble, thinking only of the Empire's peace and well-being while dedicating his entire life to nurturing his family.

Of course, his relationship with the Emperor was quite poor.

As a nobleman, it was impossible to have good relations with the Imperial family.

However,

He had tried his utmost until now.

While growing his family's power, he had made every effort to please the Emperor.

And throughout that process, he had never done anything that might displease the Emperor's eye.

He hadn't done anything deserving of such treatment now.

He thought there must be some other reason.

"Hahaha, how is your eldest son doing?"

Until he heard those words.

Why?

It felt like his limbs were drying up.

From the voice of that man who kept flashing that irritating smile,

He felt some indescribable anxiety.

"It seems like it's been quite a while since I've seen that child..."

"...What are you trying to say?"

His slick smile gleamed in the moonlight.

At that moment, the servant's voice flashed through his mind.

'M-Master Allen has become a demonic human!!'

Of course, he thought it was nonsense at the time.

That boy was absolutely not that kind of person.

He was talented among his peers and consistently hardworking.

Moreover, the family had spared no support for him.

Why would such a boy succumb to a demon's whispers?

Of course, the last time he saw the boy, his skin had a slight purple tint.

Well, perhaps he had been poisoned.

Otherwise, that talentless trash couldn't have defeated the talented Allen and escaped this mansion.

"...Don't tell me you did this because of that boy?"

"Of course, otherwise why would we bother to move?"

...It seemed that servant would need to have his tongue cut out soon.

Spreading such false rumors...

Thanks to that, the entire household had been in an uproar since daylight.

"How will you hold his funeral?"

"...That's none of your concern—"

"He won't have a head, you know?"

At that moment, a voice so cold and chilling emerged that everyone around him flinched.

Charlotte's eyebrows, which had been curved like a half-moon until now, straightened into a line.

This cold and detached demeanor was something he had never shown before.

Among those surprised by his appearance was, of course, Duke Reinhardt.

'How did he know...?'

How did he know? That was what puzzled him most of all.

It couldn't have been from the servants.

He had kept everyone who knew about Allen's condition under his direct surveillance...

The possibility was nonexistent.

Somehow, he began to feel that something was going wrong.

"Why did you bring in demons, my friend?"

"...What?"

And at this moment, once again.

Suspicion became an arrow of certainty aimed directly at him.

CRASH—
Something shattered with a sound.

And as if that sound were a signal,

The two men drew their swords in unison.

***

In case you've forgotten, let me remind you:

The age for entering the Academy is no later than 10 years old.

I also entered at that time.

Aria and Allen entered even earlier.

And from then on, students attend the Academy for about 9 years.

If there happens to be a particularly skilled child among them,

They take an exam to assess their abilities.

If they're judged to have potential,

They're moved to a higher-level class than their peers.

Quite a few juniors have gone through this process.

Even if they weren't from a duke's family, children from marquis or count families,

Having grown up consuming elixirs and spiritual energy from a young age,

Often possessed mana quantities and physical abilities incomparable to their peers.

Why do I know this so well?

Because my younger sister Aria was one of those cases.

And now, Professor Oliver has been asked to handle a similar case.

Apparently, until two years ago, this child was just one of many ordinary students.

But somehow, they suddenly showed remarkable improvement,

And now they've reached a level where they could defeat all the children in their class even if attacked together.

Their arrogance and pride continue to grow,

So they thought perhaps a student from the advanced A class could rein this child in.

And if possible, they'd like to provide education appropriate to the child's level.

Yes, I could understand that much.

If one could break their arrogance while also providing education,

And give them insight at the same time,

It would be perfect.

Perhaps this was an important task of nurturing a rare talent for the Empire.

If nothing else, they were developing on a different trajectory from their peers.

So the current education was all the more important.

But to entrust this task to me rather than another outstanding student?

"Professor..."

"Yes, is there something you don't understand?"

"No, I understand everything, but..."

"Really? Then is there a problem?"

Yes, there's a problem. Isn't it obvious?

There's nothing but problems here.

"The reason you're entrusting this task to me..."

"Is something wrong? I think you're more than capable of resolving this matter."

"Indeed, there's no one more suitable than you."

"Jenison can do it!"

...Somehow everyone seems to think I'll accept this request.

But I have no intention of doing so.

I don't have the luxury for this right now,

And above all, dealing with a kid who thinks they're better than everyone else

Is one of the things I hate most in this world.

"Professor."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"No matter how I think about it, other A-class students would be better suited for this than me..."

That's what I thought.

Of course, I was technically a member of A class,

But before I left, there were so many others who were honing their skills above my level.

Besides, I was almost always at the bottom of A class.

What could someone like me teach a junior?

At best, how to deal with surprise attacks.

Or perhaps how to survive in darkness.

'I can't think of anything else.'

It was pure, honest truth without a trace of deception.

My main weapon is a dagger,

So I couldn't possibly provide proper instruction to people in this era who use longswords or one-handed swords.

At best, with my unremarkable talent for making potions at home,

What exactly could I teach?

My fighting style clearly wouldn't serve as a good example.

Besides, anyone who can use decent magic

Would have more powerful attacks than what I could teach.

From any perspective, wouldn't it be better to seek help from others rather than me?

Albert is right here, after all.

"Albert, why don't you—"

"I refuse. I'm quite busy these days."

"..."

"Why don't you just do it?"

"Well, if Albert says so too, I think you should..."

"...Please give me one day."

...I need to hurry and find someone—anyone—to pass this on to.

If I don't manage to dump this task on someone else first,

I felt like I wouldn't be able to do any training or anything else.

***

"Waaah!!"

"Hey, kill him!!"

"Do you know how much I bet on you?!"

On the ground heated by the blazing sun,

A splash of red blood.

A head with an expression full of despair

Rolls away with a tumbling sound,

And simultaneously—waaaah—cheers erupt.

This is the Arena,

A slaughterhouse and breeding ground for beasts who have abandoned their humanity.

"...So, who's this kid you want me to take care of?"

"Well, brother, that's... hehe."

"...Tsk, useless bastard."

"No... brother, why speak so harshly..."

"Ah, forget it. Let's talk after I get back."

"Yes, sir! Good luck!"

Thud, thud—

A barefoot man walks toward the ground stained with thick red blood.

As soon as he receives the sunlight of the Arena,

Thunderous cheers erupt from the stands.

"Finally, he has appeared!"

"He's here!!"

"I bet my entire fortune!!"

As everyone cheered at the man's appearance,

The announcer, riding the momentum, revealed his alias in an excited tone.

"Ladies and gentlemen, the eternal pride of our Arena!!"

"...Pride my ass, these crazy bastards."

"The Black Mule!!"

The old donkey, surrounded by darkness,

Was killing beasts.

Ch.154 - At That Moment, In The Mansion (1)
At that moment,

While someone was wasting time with unnecessary worries,

And another was trying to pass off their responsibilities to someone else,

And yet another was about to welcome a friend they hadn't seen in a long time.

Kakakakang—
The sound of a sword resonated through the air.

Even as the servants around them screamed and scattered in all directions,

No one tried to stop them.

After all, they had only been given one task.

Capture Reinhardt.

"...Hah, can't you just let yourself be captured?"

"Step aside. I need to speak with His Majesty."

Changgrang—
As the Duke's sword swung at the end of his words,

Kwagwang—
Peobeong—

The hounds surrounding him were instantly knocked away.

The walls of the half-destroyed mansion that had somehow maintained their original form were shattered,

And wisps of smoke rose between the cracks.

Such overwhelming power from just a single swing,

An attack intimidating enough to make anyone cower,

Yet the Duke didn't stop there and readied his stance again.

Knowing how Charlotte had created those hounds,

He thought they wouldn't fall so easily.

"...In your current state, how can I trust you enough to let you see His Majesty?"

"I'm in a perfectly rational state, Charlotte."

"...If you're going to say that, you should at least hide the bulging veins on your face first."

Pababat—
The hounds lunged again.

Dressed in black robes and brandishing blades,

Ready to use their teeth if necessary—the perfect image of hunting hounds.

Wuuung—
The Duke's sword began to resonate in response.

His sword, forged blue with his mana.

"They say a hawk is the remedy when dogs bare their teeth."

"...But those aren't your dogs, are they?"

Reinhardt-style Heavy Sword Technique, Third Form: Dragon Rising

Shuuuung—
The air seemed to be sucked in around the Duke,

Then exploded outward in all directions.

Each gust of wind carried the Duke's sharp mana as a bonus.

"Begone, vermin."

"...!"

Kagagagak—
The floor was left with marks as if something had whirled across it,

The hounds that had been charging toward the Duke

Were sent flying into the walls,

And even Charlotte, who had been standing still in his spot,

Was significantly affected.

No, to be precise, Charlotte should be excluded.

He at least suffered no damage.

"Oh my, I hope I didn't kill them all."

"...Your ability is unsettling every time I see it."

"What can I do? These are the only types of magic I've learned."

A shadow like a black hemisphere writhed beneath his feet,

And Reinhardt's eyes narrowed as he watched it.

"...Tch, anyway, step aside. I need to speak with His Majesty directly."

"And I'm telling you, that's not possible."

"His Majesty has made an incorrect judgment, so I must correct it."

The Emperor's judgment was clearly wrong!

The Duke certainly thought so.

Even if he or his family

Had made deals with demons.

He had never once thought that the Emperor would abandon him like this.

How much had his family done for the safety and peace of the Empire?

How many nobles followed his family and how many knights were loyal to him alone?

His absurd confidence came from

Carefully considering all these factors one by one.

There was nothing to fear now.

*Besides, when you think about it, the current imperial family is practically our family's...*

"You can do that after you're captured, can't you?"

"...Capture? Me?"

A smile spread across Reinhardt's lips.

An arrogant, mocking smile.

But that smile was also filled with confidence.

Confidence that he would never lose.

"What gives you such confidence, Charlotte?"

"..."

"Have you forgotten that you're neither a knight nor a mage?"

"...Well, that's true."

"What makes you think you can capture me when you abandoned the sword because it didn't suit you?"

Charlotte was neither a knight nor a mage.

He was just someone specialized in killing people.

Not someone with abilities that could easily gain the upper hand in one-on-one combat,

Or someone who could easily take the head of an opponent who was completely on guard.

Especially when the opponent was strong.

And since he had revealed himself without ambushing,

He had no way to defeat him.

That was the thought that flashed through Reinhardt's mind.

"You know it too, don't you?"

"Know what?"

"That you have no way to defeat me right now."

"..."

"Step aside, or guide me to His Majesty as I am."

Shuoong—
Reinhardt's sword cried mournfully.

Compressing and filling it with mana to its limit,

Finally drawing out the sword's cry.

Some call this state the Sword's Cry.

It worked on a principle similar to how our entire arm trembles

When we clench our fist tightly,

Which meant that a considerable amount of Reinhardt's mana

Was filling that thin blade.

Kugugung—
The air surged and small debris around them gradually trembled.

The small stone fragments that had been scattered around him

Were already turning to powder,

And anything that his blade touched even slightly

Was immediately sliced like paper,

And now, that sword was pointed at Charlotte.

"Are you really planning to fight?"

"Then did you unleash those hounds with no intention to fight?"

"No, that's not it."

Shuuuung—

The shadow that had witnessed everything didn't remain still either.

Darkness began to envelop the Duke's entire body,

Soon his world was dyed black.

These were his lovely shadows,

Which he had shown when fighting that monster-like old man before.

And shadows that only appeared when Charlotte decided to fight.

"Haah... I really wanted to resolve this through conversation..."

Gulleong-gulleong—
The murky darkness that seemed to move of its own will

Began to move along the surface of his body,

Reinhardt frowned slightly,

But soon composed himself and calmly aimed his sword again.

"Finally ready to—"

"No... wait."

"...?"

But this time, Charlotte took a step back.

After all, Duke Reinhardt was one of the Empire's important figures.

For Charlotte, who served and was loyal only to the imperial family,

Hurting him was not a welcome option either.

So he decided to take a step back for now.

"Reinhardt, do we really have to do this?"

"...Your tongue is long."

"If you let yourself be captured quietly here, you can still meet His Majesty, can't you?"

"I'll just push past you and go to the Emperor myself."

"...And what will you do when you get there?"

"Of course, I must ask him to withdraw this absurd order immediately—"

"Is there any reason why His Majesty should listen to you?"

"..."

"...If you say anything more, you'll be charged with treason as well."

Wuuung—
Similarly, Charlotte's dagger also began to cry mournfully,

Shararak—
A snowflake landed on the bridge of both Dukes' noses and melted.

"...Snow?"

"You asked earlier, didn't you? Whether I could defeat you."

"...Ha, snowflakes while the sun is blazing blue in the sky..."

"Do you have any complaints about my magic?"

As a gentle voice echoed from somewhere,

Snowflakes poured through the broken window.

Despite there being not even a hint of wind.

Sharararak—
The cold snowflakes became round snowballs,

Sharararararak—
The snowballs soon became statues,

And the ice-cold color of the statue gradually changed to a flesh tone.

"Why couldn't I win? You're not facing me alone."

Charlotte's chuckling laughter,

And simultaneously, the woman's hair that appeared

Was sky blue, like the color of the statue just before.

"Melissa...!"

"Sorry I'm late, Charlotte."

"Haha... no, your timing is perfect... What about Iris?"

"That merchant should be arriving soon too."

"...I just hope he doesn't deliberately come late."

Other Dukes began to gather gradually,

And witnessing it all, Reinhardt's eyebrows could only furrow deeper.

"...This is bullshit."

"Haha, your son seems to like that expression too!"

"Really? Father and son don't resemble each other at all."

"Well... he's not your son anymore, so it doesn't matter, right?"

Ppudeureuk—

After hearing all sorts of provocations, something seemed to snap in Reinhardt's forehead,

But he maintained his silence, gripped his sword, and charged.

"Yes, when this is over, I'll need to educate that boy a bit."

"How do you plan to do that? You won't be leaving here."

"Besides, that child is no longer part of your family..."

"No, he is mine."

"...Tch, not worth talking to."

The conversation abruptly ended,

And a storm of snowflakes and swords swept through.

Kwagwagwagwang—

With a ferocious sound that seemed impossible for the middle of the day in the city,

A battle between some of the Empire's most formidable powers began.

Right inside this half-destroyed mansion.

Ch.155 - At That Moment, In The Mansion (2)
The sword begins to wail
as everything around it is sliced away.

Ka-ga-ga-gang—

Blue sword energy and black
shadows dance back and forth

followed by chunks of ice
that begin to blanket the sky.

Like an endless waltz.

Two dark daggers
pass by his neck
like fangs

but he pays no attention to the shallow wounds on his neck

as mana boils up
once again from Reinhardt's sword.

Not rising, but boiling.

That slight difference

captures the essence
within his blade.

Reinhardt-style Middle Sword Technique, Fifth Form: Burning Shatter

Pa-sa-sa-sak—
The air heats up

and everything his sword touches shatters.

As if struck by a narrow,
sharp flame.

"Haha, are you really trying to kill me?"

"...If necessary."

"How cruel, while I have to hold back."

If his sword is
like a blazing flame

then Charlotte's sword is
a vast darkness
that devours that flame.

As proof, look.

As if equipped with teeth

those wild dog-like daggers
greedily devour
the surrounding light.

How an utterly ordinary
dagger

could become like that, he wasn't sure

but Reinhardt
instinctively sensed it.

Those blades were extremely dangerous.

Weren't they even now
properly matching his sword?

Against his own blade that burns
everything it touches.

He never expected that someone
he thought was merely an assassin

would be hiding
this level of power

so he was filled with confusion
and had no choice but to
take a step back.

"Please don't underestimate me. It's annoying."

"Kugh... Melissa, you bitch...!!"

"And don't call me 'bitch' either."

And then fierce lightning
rushes toward him.

Pa-ji-ji-jik—
Ji-ji-jik—

From the dark clouds that had formed without notice

yellow light
flashes briefly,

and lightning in the form of
a golden lion pours down from the sky

aiming directly at Reinhardt's shoulder.

5th Circle Lightning Magic, [Roar of the Lightning Lion.]

The golden lion's teeth
pierce Reinhardt's shoulder.

It easily ignored his shoulder plate,
which ordinary magic
could never penetrate.

Because the magic she used
was imbued with such power.

Kwa-deu-deuk—

Red blood pools on
the lion's golden teeth

and simultaneously, electric current is discharged.

Pa-ji-i-ing—
Blue lightning sparks.

Enough power to make
an ordinary person faint instantly.

But unfortunately,
the opponent was no ordinary person.

He was one of those superhumans who had trained both body and mana to the extreme.

"Kuuugh...!"

"...You're enduring this with your bare body?"

For her, a mage, it was
absolutely unimaginable,

but for him, who had held a sword
since birth, this level of pain was

not light, but certainly
not unbearable,

so instead, he grabbed the lion's
muzzle and slammed it down.

With his hand tempered with mana, of course.

Kwa-ang—
The golden lion loses its form with a whimper.

And the shadow would not
miss this moment.

[Dark Garden, Rose Thicket]

The shadows surrounding
Charlotte's body

suddenly transformed into a binding spell

and restrained
Reinhardt's limbs.

"..This kind of thing!!"

Of course, a hastily conjured
spell couldn't completely
stop him,

but Charlotte only
needed that one second.

To launch an attack.

The dark dagger howls.

Baring its sharp teeth
like a wild dog.

Targeting the shoulder that the lion had just mauled,

the shoulder thoroughly cooked
by the discharged current.

Kwa-deu-deuk—
The dog's teeth sink into the lion's bite marks

and once again she pushed
darkness into his body.

To completely dominate
and restrain him.

Even though everyone
present here

was a duke who feared
nothing in this world,

causing such a commotion
in broad daylight was somewhat burdensome.

But the darkness did not
enter his body.

Or more precisely, it
tried to enter but was blocked.

By the mana circle spinning fiercely inside his body.

Blocked by the wall of swirling mana inside his body,

the darkness lost its place
without being able to enter

and Reinhardt swung his sword.

Like a sword cleaving a great mountain, high above.

Kwa-gwa-gwa-gwang—
His single sword strike left a huge gash in the ground

and simultaneously his eyes changed.

"...."

"Hey, Renuel?"

"I know, so don't talk to me. I need to concentrate."

"Right... in a life-or-death battle,
one should indulge in such luxuries."

"What life-or-death battle?
We can't kill that guy."

"If an unavoidable situation arises, well..."

Life-or-death battle.

A rather familiar term
to those who wielded swords.

Even more so to those who knew war.

***

After that, no more
conversation could be heard.

Now only two sounds echoed in that place.

Kang, kang, ka-gang.
The sound of swords clashing.

Tak, tak, ta-da-dak.
The sound of someone's hurried footsteps.

Finely cut
strands of hair scattered

and skin was lightly
peeled away, revealing blood beneath.

The ground around them was
already stained with blood

and the surrounding walls and ceiling were not unscathed either.

Chunks of ice, burn marks from flames.

Electric currents still
glowing blue

displayed their traces
here and there.


"From the earth, the snowy ground welcomes life..."

""...?!""

"From the sky, ice rain shall pour down fiercely..."

At that moment, for the first time in a while, a voice was heard.

And it came from the mouth of Duke Renuel,
who until now had cast
almost all her magic

without verbal incantations.

A mage's incantation was
not simply a matter of language.

Placing mana on the tongue
and slowly reciting the words.

It was also a prayer for mana.

A prayer that could maximize
control and power of mana.

7th Circle Ice Magic, [Ten Thousand Flowers Rain "Ice"]

Countless ice spikes
rose into the air, began to spin

and were fired toward a single point.

What they sought to pierce
was one man's palm,

and toward that man still endlessly engaged in sword dance,

hundreds, perhaps thousands of
small ice waves poured down.

Pa-sha-sha-shang—

A perfect attack that didn't waste a single piece of ice,

but if he were the kind of man
to fall to just this much,

he couldn't have reached
the position of duke in the first place.

If not other families,
at least the Reinhardt family

was famous for valuing
only military might.

Pu-sha-a-ang—
Just when she thought the attack had landed,

the sound of air being cut
was heard simultaneously

and the ice chunks began
to scatter like powder.

Like snowflakes.

Even now, the black shadow was undoubtedly pressing him hard.

After extending his blade
with overflowing mana

to handle it like a flexible sword
and receive all attacks from two people,

it was truly an unbelievable feat.

An achievement made with just one sword.

The reason why the sword is still
considered the king of all weapons
is not for any special reason.

The spear is powerful and
fierce but too straight,

the dagger is fast and sharp but
too small and weak,

and bows and crossbows are,
needless to say, too vulnerable in close combat.

But the sword?

Not vulnerable in close combat,
not too straight like a spear,

sharp like a dagger but with devastating power.

With just a slight twist
of the wrist when swinging,

the range of variation is truly unmatched,

and this is precisely why the sword
can proudly claim the title
of king of all weapons.

And Duke Reinhardt was

the person who wielded that sword
better than anyone else in the empire.

"Huff... huff..."

However, even he was human.

A being with lungs who
needed to breathe
to stay alive.

Originally, he could only
gain the upper hand
by facing them one by one,

yet he was facing two dukes,

and with an injury
on his shoulder as well,

if things continued like this,
the depletion of his stamina
was a foregone conclusion.

Yes, if things continued like this.

And Reinhardt was certainly
aware of this fact.

'I need to end this quickly... even if I have to push myself.'

'I'll keep dragging this out until he's exhausted...!'

Just as their thoughts were completely at odds with each other.

Once again, a small hole
opened in the air.

A hole just large enough for a person to pass through.

"I apologize, I had
urgent matters to attend to."

"...."

"Aren't you a bit late?"

"...What were you doing to arrive only now?!"

"I apologize, I know time is precious, but..."

His voice suggested he had
good reason for his delay.

The voice of Duke Iris, who could
potentially turn the tide of this battle,
echoed through the air.

From inside that small hole
that resembled a rabbit burrow.

"Iris..."

"I regret meeting you like this, Reinhardt."

As the sunset began to cast
its glow on the horizon,

bathing the world in red,

finally, all four great families were gathered.

Ch.156 - At That Moment, At The Mansion (End)
When the Duke of Iris also
gathered at that mansion

In the end, it was Reinhardt who first felt the unease.

With the wound he had just received,
he could no longer maintain
the advantage in stamina.

After all, that good-for-nothing must have come to capture him too.

Because what he could do now
was already predetermined.

Crunch—
His grip on the sword gradually tightened

And immediately, a blue slash cut through the air.

Absolute Strike
One of the most basic sword movements and the foundation of all swordsmanship.

Even such a fundamental technique

Could transform into an attack
of tremendous power in the hands of some.

And if that someone
happens to be a Sword Master?

The result is truly a formidable strike.

Swoosh—
The sound of air being torn apart echoed

As everything touched by
the blue slash began to shatter,

Click—
Someone calmly stepped forward to face the slash.

While fiddling with
the gauntlet wrapped around his arm.

"It's been too long since I've been in combat."

Bang—
Once again,
the sound of striking air.

The incoming slash split into two pieces

And passed by on either side of him,

And Reinhardt, who had
witnessed the entire scene,

Was showing no signs of agitation.

Rather, as if he had expected this to happen,

He was calmly positioning himself
for the next attack.

As if he had predicted it would turn out this way.

"Reinhardt, would you be willing to have another conversation?"

Step, step—

The head of the largest merchant guild in the Empire

And the head of the Iris family,
one of the four great houses.

The sound of Bendel Iris's footsteps echoed

And because of the weight of
the gauntlet on his right hand,

The ground began to sink beneath him,

Yet he continued forward
as if accustomed to the
ground giving way beneath his feet.

"...Conversation?"

"Yes, a conversation."

Conversation—that was the best solution Iris could think of.

There was no need to worry about
the Reinhardt family being completely ruined,

And as a way to
reduce their own efforts,

No matter how he thought about it, that was the only option.

How many ways were there to
overturn a decision made
directly by the Emperor?

No, would such a method even exist?

But at the same time,
he was reluctant to
completely let Reinhardt go.

After all, he was one of his major clients,

And based on what he knew of
Reinhardt's blunt and
inflexible personality,

No matter how he thought about it,
it didn't seem likely that
he was involved with demons.

He needed to create an opportunity for dialogue

To find even the slightest chance to lessen Reinhardt's crimes.

"...Still, I'm anxious."

But this was nothing more than a gamble.

The life-changing gamble of a merchant who had pursued only his own interests his entire life.

It wasn't appropriate behavior for a merchant
who should prioritize efficiency above all else,

But he didn't want to leave things as they were.

There was no benefit coming his way,

While the losses were substantial.

And a merchant
could not live by taking losses alone.

"Wait, Iris. Are you insane?"

"Didn't we already
try talking to him?"

But naturally, not everyone could agree with this opinion,

And the two dukes immediately
objected to his sudden action.

In their minds,
the time for dialogue had already passed.

Despite Charlotte's earnest
attempts to request dialogue
three or four times,

He had not accepted,

And instead had directed
killing intent toward them,

So the option of dialogue had already been erased from their minds.

"A conversation..."

"Yes, if you would allow yourself
to be restrained by us..."

"Iris!!"

"...Haha, both of you really don't listen, do you."

Renuel, seemingly extremely irritated,

Shouted in a voice that didn't match his age,

While Charlotte, as if
she had given up,

Sat down on a chair made
from her shadow to take a brief rest.

Such clearly negative reactions.

But to Duke Iris—
no, to the merchant—such things didn't matter.

Compared to the benefits he received
from the Reinhardt family,

He was perfectly willing to accept
the minor injuries of people
who weren't even members of his family.

Besides, from his brief observation,

Reinhardt's physical condition
didn't look very good.

If he had been in perfect condition,

He wouldn't have been able to block Reinhardt's slash so easily earlier.

No matter that he was the head of a family,

Even if that slash wasn't at full power,

If Reinhardt's condition
had been even slightly better,

That slash would have not only
easily cut through his gauntlet

But would have had power to spare.

Moreover, drops of blood were
now falling from his shoulder.

Judging from the faint sense
of Renuel's mana

And the smoke rising
from the wound with a hiss,

His physical condition could not possibly be normal.

No matter how superhuman
the strength of his body,

He couldn't be unaffected after
being hit by Duke Renuel's magic.

So he naturally had a certain level of confidence.

If they dragged this out,
Reinhardt would be at a disadvantage due to blood loss,

And if he didn't accept this proposal, he would automatically have to face him as well.

He couldn't help but feel confident.

"...You came all this way to talk?"

"Yes, since ancient times,
dialogue has solved all manner of problems—"

"Enough."

"...What?"

And so that confidence
immediately vanished without a trace.

Because something impossible had happened.

Wondering if he had misspoken,
he looked at Reinhardt's face,

But his expression showed not the slightest hint of wavering.

It meant his previous words weren't just bluster.

"...I can give you one more chance—"

"Not necessary."

Just in case he had misspoken,

Iris tried once more to subtly inquire,

But the response was an outright rejection,

And at the same time,
Duke Renuel's head turned sharply,

While Charlotte slowly rose from her seat.

One with an expression that
the flow had been disrupted,

The other with a look that said she had expected this.

"...Do you realize you're making
a foolish choice, Reinhardt?"

Perhaps feeling some resentment toward
the man who had flatly rejected his proposal,

Iris glared at him with sharp eyes,

But even such a gaze did not reach Reinhardt.

Instead, he merely sneered in mockery.

"...That's truly unfortunate."

"Talking with the likes of you
won't change anything anyway."

In truth, as he said,
nothing might change.

After all, the Emperor now

Was quite willing to erase the Reinhardt family.

The Reinhardt family had long been a thorn in the Imperial family's side.

They constantly threatened
the authority of the Imperial family,

Built up every form of power they could,

And if that wasn't enough, they were
admired by knights as well—it would be a lie to say they weren't irritating.

So for them, this was a golden opportunity.

A golden opportunity to
completely eliminate the Reinhardt family.

What fisherman would release
a big fish that had finally taken the bait?

The reason he had summoned
the four great families after such a long time

Was all based on that intention.

He needed to show everyone.

That the Imperial family had a definitive
justification for eliminating Reinhardt.

And Reinhardt had more or less
figured this out as well.

That even if he quietly
obeyed the Emperor's orders now,

The Emperor would not let him off easily.

"I have no intention of going down quietly, ever."

Steeling himself, he swung his sword
with all his might at those approaching him again.

How things had come to this no longer mattered to him.

He had no regrets about
what he had done until now.

Disowning his own flesh and blood?
That was something other nobles routinely did,

And he could pride himself on not having
engaged in the sordid affairs that other nobles did.

The "past incident" that had been discovered was too old,

And he was certain he had left no evidence at the time.

If he could just overcome this crisis,
nothing would be able to restrain him.

"Make way...!!"

There was no need for other thoughts now.

He only recognized that they were
threats to his family.

There was only one thought in his mind now.

That he must protect this "perfect" family he had finally built.

Reinhardt-style Middle Sword Technique, Second Form: "Absolute Annihilation"

A massive wave enveloped his surroundings.

***

"Damn it... why me!!"

"..."

"Why did I receive
such a useless talent...!!"

"..."

"Now... Father will
decide on a successor...!!"

"..."

"At this rate... I can't become the family head, my brother... my brother will take the position...!!"

"..."

"Through effort alone, I can never... my brother..."

"Excuse me, young man?"

"You... who are you?!"

"I've been listening for a while now."

"...?"

"Young man, do you seek the power of the sword?"

"...Why should I tell you that?"

"Young man, would you like to
make a deal with me?"

"...Are they letting crazy people
into the mansion these days...?"

"We could give you power, you know."

The curtain on a transaction that no one noticed

Had been unfolding from
a very distant past.

Ch.157 - Found You, My Person (1)
Meanwhile, the Academy was unusually busy today.

Students who would normally be slumped over their desks complaining of fatigue were instead wandering the hallways, engaged in conversation with one another.

There wasn't any particular reason for this.

It was simply because of a few students who had been bustling about since morning.

The others, perhaps bored with sitting still in such an atmosphere, had gathered with friends from their respective groups, chatting in small clusters.

Naturally, the entire corridor was filled with noise.

"Oh, by the way, have you all heard the news?"

"What news are you referring to?"

"Today, Young Master Jenison—"

The mention of that boy's name was purely coincidental.

Someone might have brought him up to gather information after being told by their parents to somehow establish a connection with him.

Or perhaps his name had truly been mentioned by chance.

Either way, the ripple effect was far too significant to be called mere coincidence.

"Ah, I heard about that too!"

"I heard it as well."

"So... how should we treat him from now on?"

Everyone was pondering how to deal with him.

He was now officially a baron, after all.

Of course, it was the lowest rank among the five noble titles, but the boy wasn't just any baron.

He was a baron whose title had been personally bestowed by His Majesty the Emperor.

This meant that mere Academy students like themselves couldn't treat him carelessly.

*I'm a daughter of a count's family, though!*

*I don't want to show respect to someone like him of all people...*

The reason for the students' dilemma was that his rank was only that of a baron.

For those who were children of viscounts or marquises at the very least, bowing their heads to a mere baron was something they couldn't comprehend based on everything they'd been taught.

And the fact that this baron was the same Jenison they had been bullying until recently made it even more awkward to face him.

However, they couldn't avoid meeting him forever.

They were receiving education at the same Academy, and it was obvious their parents wouldn't let them be.

"Hmm... what should we do?"

"I hope he doesn't remember my face..."

As some students' worries deepened, the sound of heels clicking echoed through the corridor.

Click-clack—

A pair of beautiful blue shoes that shimmered like ice began to dance across the Academy hallway.

"Excuse me, just a moment..."

"Huh? Who dares to—oh?"

A male student, already irritated by the troublesome situation ahead, felt someone tapping his shoulder.

Having had a particularly annoying day, he turned around with a fierce glare, as if ready to devour someone.

But the moment he saw who it was, he froze in place.

The face of the woman who had grabbed his collar was all too familiar.

No, it would be a lie to say it wasn't familiar.

As long as one attended this Academy, as long as one lived within this Empire, it would be impossible not to have heard the name of her family at least once.

"I'd like to ask you something."

"L-Lady Renuel?!"

The Four Great Houses, the eldest daughter of Duke Renuel, the Frost Flower of Academy Cliff.

All these titles referred to her.

Isabella von Renuel stood before him.

"I..."

"Y-Yes! What can I do for you..."

Since she was rumored to rarely speak with anyone, a thousand thoughts raced through his mind.

*Why is Lady Isabella speaking to me?*

*Could it be... she likes me? This is troublesome...*

*The difference in family... no, in status...!!*

*I suppose I should be the one to propose, as a man?*

His face showed that all the fatigue from his parents' demands had vanished in an instant.

It seemed as if he would do anything if he could make such a woman his own.

"May I ask you something?"

"Ah, yes. You may ask me anything, my lady!"

"Then..."

What could she be so curious about?

He could answer anything.

At that moment, he felt like he would even reveal information about his family if she asked.

Was this what they meant by bewitching beauty?

He wanted to spend his entire life just conversing with her.

The day that had been completely unpleasant until just moments ago seemed about to be covered with memories of her.

Until another boy's name, not his own, came from her lips.

"...What?"

"Oh, if you don't know, I'll excuse myself."

"...Please do."

"Where could he be..."

Let me correct myself. Today was the worst day of his life.

***

After hearing Professor Oliver's proposal, I decided to take some time to think about it.

Of course, I had to leave the faculty office somewhat forcibly when another professor came in with business for Professor Oliver, but at least I'd bought myself some time to consider.

"Jenison, are you really not going to accept the professor's offer?"

"Probably not."

"What a waste..."

What's wasteful about it?

It's just helping to educate some juniors, isn't it?

*"Get up."*

*"C-Captain, I really can't take any more...!"*

*"If you don't get up, you'll end up dead somewhere anyway."*

*"..."*

*"Or you might be tortured severely for being an assassin."*

*"..."*

*"Dying by my hand now would be more peaceful than dying after torture."*

*"Aaaaargh!!!"*

It wasn't that difficult when I taught a few times before, was it?

Of course, those involved claimed they thought they were going to die, but I never heard news of any of them actually dying.

"What's so wasteful, Rianna?"

"The professor said he'd grant you any request if you just accepted!"

"That's true."

"Someone of the professor's caliber could probably even get you high-grade magic stones!"

Well, that's probably true.

Being a professor at this Academy, of all places, means having both the capability and solid background.

If he set his mind to it, he could probably get me anything I asked for.

"I know."

"And you still won't do it?"

"Nope."

Seeing my resolute expression, she didn't say anything more, though I couldn't deny the lingering disappointment on her face.

Well... she probably just wants the best for me, but I really don't have time for this right now.

I need to use this recommendation letter from the Charlotte family, and I also need to awaken the elemental in the spirit stone I received.

Although I don't know much about elementals, if I search through the Academy library, I should find at least one relevant book.

Plus, I want to know the identity of this little one who calls me "Blackie."

If possible, I'd like to find out how it ended up in my body.

*Is there a way to awaken an elemental from a spirit stone quickly?*

"Jenison?"

"What?"

As I was lost in these personal thoughts, Albert called out to me from behind.

"So who are you thinking of assigning to that position?"

"Well, are you really not going to do it?"

"I told you, I'm already busy helping my father."

Ah, that's right. This guy.

He said he's been working at his father's merchant guild lately.

Well, that could be considered taking over the family business, so it's not strange for him to be studying to become the successor from now.

But the problem is...

"Already studying to be the successor?"

"Something like that."

"...If I remember correctly, you have a younger sister."

According to my memory, he definitely had a sister.

And a brilliant one at that, considered quite talented within the Academy.

Of course, it's not easy for a woman to become the head of a family, but with the precedent of Duke Renuel, and from what I've heard about Duke Iris's personality, it was obvious he would pass on his legacy to whichever child was more capable.

To the one who could better lead his merchant guild and family.

"Yes, I have one younger sister."

"Shouldn't you be securing your position first, then?"

"Ah, there's no need to worry about that."

"...?"

"She has no intention of becoming the family head."

For a moment, I was stunned by this unexpected statement, but thinking about it, it made sense.

His younger sister greatly disliked anything that seemed troublesome.

She probably thinks becoming the family head would be even more bothersome than her current situation.

"So that's what's been bothering me lately."

"...Bothering you?"

"No matter how I look at it, she would be more suited for the position than me."

"..."

"And Father must know this too."

"..."

"So I'm wondering if it's right for me to take the position."

"...You'll do well."

"Thanks for saying that, at least."

Sensing the sincerity in my words, he gave a faint smile, then seemed to notice something, looking attentively in a particular direction.

He then excused himself, saying something had come up and that he'd see me later.

It seemed like he might have received a communication spell from someone, but I didn't need to concern myself too deeply with his affairs.

I just continued walking quietly.

"Hey... it's Jenison."

"What's he doing at the faculty office in broad daylight...?"

"Don't know, maybe he caused trouble again..."

"No, I heard he wasn't that kind of person before..."

I could hear various comments about me from around, but I ignored them and kept walking.

These rumors had already spread completely anyway, and I didn't want to show a negative expression to Rianna, who was smiling happily beside me for some reason.

*Now, who should I pass this offer to...*

The professor had asked for an answer by today at the latest, so I needed to find someone quickly and wrap this up.

But no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't find a suitable person.

It should be an A-class student with good skills and teaching ability, someone who has the capacity to teach others, and preferably someone with a background that wouldn't be overshadowed by a marquis family.

Where would I find such a person—

"Excuse me..."

"...?"

"It's... been a while."

"Lady Isabella?"

"I... have something to... say..."

*I think I've found someone.*

Someone to dump my work on.

Ch.158 - Found My Person (2)
Isabella von Renuel.

A member of A-class, where only the most talented students gather in the Academy, and a member of the Renuel Ducal family.

From a young age, she showed exceptional magical talent.

And that was in the Renuel family, known as a lineage of mages.

"Darling, I think our daughter is better than you?"

"What are you saying?"

"No, at that age, with that level of skill..."

"Of course, she's our daughter after all~"

When a child destined for magical greatness was born into a family of mages, naturally all the family's expectations were focused on her.

Her parents spared no expense in supporting her.

For her innate talent in ice magic, they searched far and wide for medicinal herbs and elixirs filled with positive energy.

With her debut in high society in mind, they brought in the most excellent private tutors in the Empire.

They arranged for her to tour the Magic Tower where they had connections.

And for her magic teacher, they went so far as to request the Empire's Great Sage.

And when time passed and she was accepted into the prestigious A-class that everyone at the Academy recognized,

Her father couldn't hide his joy,

And her mother, the Duchess of Renuel,

Though unable to express it in words, was clearly delighted inside.

But she thought differently.

"With all the support I've received from my parents, this much is expected."

She was intelligent. Intelligent to a fault.

So much so that she matured far too early.

She knew that everything she had received until now was beyond what others could even dream of.

The rich meat and fresh vegetables she ate daily would be a meal that someone else could barely afford with a month's wages.

The various magic tomes she read as a hobby would be considered treasures of magical knowledge to others.

Having enjoyed such luxuries as if they were natural, wouldn't it be strange if she didn't produce results to match?

It was a thought that didn't suit a child who wasn't even an adult yet,

But that's how she thought,

And that's why she wasn't happy.

Rather, she only thought about future progress.

"L-Lady Isabella!"

"...What is it?"

"I heard the news. A-class! That's amazing—"

"...I need to go."

Of course, there were those who approached her with ulterior motives,

But as mentioned, she was sharper than her peers,

She wasn't one to be used by children who weren't even adults yet.

She kept her distance from friends who thought they were the center of the universe,

She avoided people who only approached her because of her family name,

And she did the same with young ladies who tried to include her in their groups.

After a while of not speaking to others,

A nickname for her emerged at the Academy.

Frost Flower.

Whether it was a reference to her specialty in ice magic,

Or a mockery implying something was wrong with her personality, she didn't know,

But she didn't care much.

She was already aware of the issues with her own personality,

And she had no intention of getting deeply involved with anyone anyway.

"My lady."

"Yes?"

"Could you spare some time for me?"

***

I'm not sure why she came looking for me,

But we had to move somewhere else right away.

"Isabella spoke to him...?"

"Who is he talking to... Jenison?"

"Come to think of it, they were engaged... ah... I'm sorry!"

Regardless of gender, the gazes of almost every student around us began to focus on us without exception.

There were some strange things in what the surrounding students were saying,

But I just let it be.

It was true that she and I were once engaged,

And it was also true that the relationship had already fallen apart.

Of course, I wasn't pleased with all the false rumors being created from that fact,

But I had no intention of condemning those who merely mentioned it.

Still, these stares were burdensome,

Which is why I chose to move elsewhere.

Well, Rianna's expression wasn't very happy,

But I could comfort her later somehow,

And right now, my conversation with Isabella was more important.

"We should be able to talk quietly here."

"Ah... yes."

"...Is this uncomfortable for you?"

How did it end up like this?

I just wanted to talk to her quietly.

Uncomfortable? How could I not be?

When I asked where we could talk privately,

She invited me to her dormitory room.

And to the Academy's female dormitory, where men were strictly forbidden.

"W-wait, my lady, where are you...?"

"Hmm? To my dormitory."

"No, I mean, why are we going there?"

"...I heard you wanted a place where we could talk quietly, just the two of us?"

"That doesn't necessarily have to be your room!"

"In my room, no one will approach us."

"But I'm not allowed in the female dormitory!"

"It's fine, as long as we don't get caught."

Truly, for the first time in this life, I was flustered.

Even though we were formerly engaged,

I never expected her to be so casual with me.

Sometimes I wondered if she was really the same person as before.

The temperature difference between then and now was too great,

And as I remembered, she clearly disliked when others approached her.

It was obvious from her expression, which never properly revealed her emotions.

Who would have imagined?

Isabella taking the initiative to approach someone else.

At least none of those guys in the hallway today would have.

They all had their mouths hanging open in surprise.

"..."

"..."

In her neatly organized room,

We couldn't say a word to each other.

There was no excitement about being in a girl's room at this age,

Just a perfect blend of awkwardness and embarrassment,

Turning like a waterwheel—creaking and grinding.

But we couldn't stay like this forever.

Fortunately, there were hardly any lectures today,

So I wanted to use the time efficiently if possible.

And to do that, I needed to resolve this matter quickly.

"Um—"

Just as I finally overcame the awkwardness and parted my lips,

I was swept away by her lovely voice.

We had both tried to break the ice at the same time.

Anyone who has experienced this even once would understand,

What emotion I was feeling in this situation.

"Ah, you go—"

"N-no, please, you first."

I tried to resolve her business first,

To break through the awkwardness,

But she yielded to me instead.

As if trying to be considerate.

"...Then I won't hesitate."

"Yes, what did you want to say?"

"Well..."

***

Crash—
A mansion now completely collapsed beyond repair.

The once magnificent building was nowhere to be seen,

Replaced by wooden planks and piles of stones.

With marks that suggested someone had destroyed it.

Boom—

Then, from the middle of the mansion's remains, a blue hemispherical barrier rose up.

The barrier looked like a sphere made of water from the outside,

But its strength and thickness were on another level,

Comparable to steel.

"Haah..."

"Renuel, has your skill improved that much already?"

"What are you talking about? Nothing's changed."

"Hmm... for someone who claims that, your magical power seems to have grown considerably."

"Seriously, is this really the time to discuss such things?"

Soon the blue barrier melted away,

And voices of several people could be heard from within.

Whoosh—
Sawdust from the wooden planks swirled around,

And a liquid covered the pulverized particles floating in the air.

"So, where is he?"

"I don't know. He couldn't have gone far."

"Can't your magic do anything about it?"

"Do you think magic is omnipotent?"

"Isn't it?"

"...Sigh, maybe I should have placed a tracking spell on him somehow."

"Well, it couldn't be helped. None of us expected him to act like that."

"Indeed. Who would have thought he'd launch an attack prepared to sacrifice his own life?"

Drip—drip—
Drops of blood fell steadily,

The blood droplets, touched by the hot sunlight, began to harden while absorbing the sawdust.

"Tsk, maybe I should have properly countered his attack."

"No, our goal isn't to kill him."

"Yes, and if you had done that, our bodies wouldn't have escaped unharmed either."

"..."

"Besides, it's not like we gained nothing."

Drip—drip—
The blood continued to flow endlessly.

The source of all this blood was none other than a man's arm.

A palm covered in calluses,

With just as many small scars,

An arm that could never be called beautiful,

The left arm of a man who had swung a sword countless times.

Ch.159 - Let's Do It Together
Her reaction to my proposal was quite different from what I expected.

I thought she'd immediately question what I meant, interrogating me point by point. But now she was simply tilting her teacup to her lips, enjoying her tea with a gentle sipping sound.

In complete, utter silence.

Ah, the tea had been brewed by her lady-in-waiting. Despite the surprise of my sudden visit to her dormitory, the maid had said nothing when she saw me. She simply provided refreshments for us, then politely excused herself.

She must have instinctively sensed she shouldn't be present. As expected of someone serving a young lady from one of the four great houses—her sense of propriety was exceptional.

Her tea-brewing skills were also exquisite, and these crisp cookies before me were apparently handmade by her as well. I felt a twinge of envy toward Isabella for having such a capable attendant.

Even these small things revealed something about the kind of person Isabella was. It might be worth approaching the maid separately later. I couldn't rely on Ella alone for everything, after all.

"Ahem."

As if noticing my wandering thoughts, she cleared her throat delicately, bringing her dainty hand to her mouth. Almost as if asking me to pay more attention to her.

Well, she wouldn't actually do that with me, so this was probably just my imagination.

I wonder if my expressions are that easy to read. First Sino, then Ella—lately it seems everyone can read my thoughts too easily. I'd never been told I had such transparent expressions before, and I certainly didn't think I made such obvious faces.

Perhaps nobles in this world are specially trained to read facial expressions.

But then how does Ella—

"Excuse me..."

"Ah, please go ahead."

"I'm truly grateful for your offer, but..."

"Yes?"

"...I must decline."

Her answer was so firm it felt like an invisible wall had been erected between us.

To be honest, I wasn't surprised by her response. She was the precious daughter of a duke's family, and Professor Oliver's offer to grant her any wish had no merit for someone of her status. Unless she wanted to manipulate her grades, she had no reason to accept such an offer.

*What method could I—*

"...Excuse me."

"Yes?"

"If you think it's such a good offer... why are you trying to pass it to me...?"

"..."

"Don't you... dislike me?"

Her voice dropped so suddenly that I set down my teacup, but her expression remained clouded. She looked like someone constantly troubled by something.

Dislike.
Dislike.

I pondered the meaning of the word.

I had some idea why Isabella behaved this way toward me. After all, we had been engaged once. Yet rather than treating me as her fiancé, she had feelings for my brother Allen and responded to me with nothing but coldness.

Honestly, I felt somewhat wronged at the time. That engagement had never once reflected my own will.

Of course, being a man, I had felt some attraction to her beautiful appearance, but as soon as I realized she liked Allen, I gave up those feelings. I had no desire to pursue a woman who had feelings for someone else.

Though some lingering attachment remained, even that had completely disappeared now.

Back then, I had looked for ways to break off our engagement, but unfortunately found none. It was essentially a political marriage between families, and there was nothing I could do about it alone.

Still, I wanted to support her love in my own way. I understood how important love is to humans.

Well, her increasingly prickly attitude did irritate me quite a bit, but I'd dealt with people who openly disliked me before. And recently, she had even humbled herself to apologize to me.

I had no intention of dwelling on it further. For someone raised in a duke's family since birth, bowing her head and rejecting the Grand Sage who had cared for and taught her since childhood must have been incredibly difficult.

Her sincerity had already been proven, and I had forgiven her in my heart.

Though I did add it to her debt.

So, to put it simply, I had no reason to dislike her now. There was no need to maintain hostility—especially not with the daughter of a ducal family.

"It's fine. You apologized before, didn't you?"

"No, but...!"

"It's really fine. I didn't forgive you for free, after all."

"..."

"I added it to your debt as a condition for forgiveness."

"Just... for that..."

"At that time, I didn't have the confidence to keep antagonizing the duke's daughter."

"..."

"I'm satisfied with the outcome, so it doesn't matter."

"I'm... sorry."

As soon as she heard my last words, she apologized and bowed her head deeply.

If she had moved just a little more, her blue hair would have dipped into the crimson tea.

She lowered her head so quickly that I couldn't see her expression clearly, but it certainly wasn't a happy one. The teacup in her hands was still trembling.

Slurp—
The aftertaste of the tea, which had been sweet until now, carried a slight bitterness.

"I'm sorry... truly..."

"It's fine."

"Back then... it was cowardly, but... it was my first love, so..."

"My lady?"

Well, I hadn't expected such an intense reaction.

It seemed she felt more guilt than I had imagined. Her voice began to tremble slightly, and her expression looked quite different from before—much darker shadows fell across her face, completely unsuited to her usually pale skin.

"Um."

"Yes?"

"Isn't there... anything you want? Anything at all?"

When she finally raised her head, her expression was visibly desperate.

A face that clearly said, "Please ask for something, anything."

I couldn't ignore such a look. To resolve her guilt, it would be better to quickly ask for something—anything—to help erase her feelings of remorse.

"Then, about the proposal I mentioned earlier—"

***

Knock knock—
The faculty office door sounded twice.

Creeeeak—
The door opened, and the rusty hinges whined.

"Excuse me."

"Hmm? Who could it be at this hour... L-Lady Isabella?!"

"Hello, Professor Ferom."

"W-what brings Your Ladyship here...?"

"Is Professor Oliver available?"

"Ah, y-yes! I'll guide you to him."

Unlike the professor who was flustered by her sudden appearance, her face showed a certain composure. Or perhaps it was closer to relief?

Complex emotions were reflected in her expression, and she seemed to notice something unusual about herself, occasionally touching her face here and there.

*Nothing seems different though?*

She pressed her snow-white, rice-cake-like cheeks, twisted her sky-blue hair, and even pinched the space between her eyebrows, but nothing seemed different to her.

Unable to understand why, she leaned back slightly against the chair and closed her eyes briefly to recall what had just happened.

The brief, modest time that could barely be called a tea party. The conversation had been awkward and uncomfortable, yet she felt neither awkwardness nor discomfort now.

If anything, her mind felt more at ease. She could do something for him now. Whether her motive was atonement or something else didn't matter.

"Ah, someone's looking for me...?"

"Hello, Professor Oliver."

After waiting patiently, the still brilliantly bald Professor Oliver appeared, and he sat down and got straight to the point.

"So, why were you looking for me?"

"The offer you made to Jenison—I'll do it."

"...How did you know about—"

"Jenison told me. Could I volunteer as well?"

"...You mean together with that fellow?"

"Pardon...?"

She hadn't heard anything about doing it together.

"Can we... work together on this?"

"Of course, the more people, the better."

...Perhaps he needed someone to help him, and that's why he approached her?

Yes, if that wasn't the case, he wouldn't have approached someone he couldn't stand. If his participation wasn't mandatory, he could have simply declined politely.

He must have circumstances requiring him to accept this offer, and he needed all the help he could get...

Her overactive imagination, which had been vivid since childhood, began working overtime.

*I have to help him...!*

"Yes, I'll do it with him."

"Hmm... alright, talk it over with him."

"I will."

And Jenison would learn about this three hours later.

Ch.160 - The Conclusion At The Mansion
The golden sunlight shone brilliantly through the window.

Perhaps it was due to the excellent lighting from the glass window, but today the light seemed particularly beautiful and prominent.

Under the window that emitted light like a prism, the statue of the goddess still stood tall, catching my eye.

Though no one had ever actually seen her, the goddess statue appeared remarkably lifelike, as if modeled after a real person. With her straight, refined nose, delicate jawline, and long hair that seemed to reach down to her waist, along with a flowing dress draped over her shoulders—she was the very image of beauty.

Before this beautiful statue, someone was kneeling. Dressed in white robes, the symbol of purity, with a cross firmly grasped in hand, they were continuously chanting something.

"Ah, my mother. Why do you withhold your words from me..."

As soon as that ominous voice echoed, the atmosphere changed instantly.

The bright sunlight that had been shining moments ago and the beautiful, vast blue sky disappeared. In their place came black waves making splashing sounds.

Crack, crack. The once-gleaming furniture around began to fracture, and the cottage that housed them started to crumble.

Ashes returned to ashes, wood returned to earth, but the deep, intense darkness they desired could not return.

Why? He was so curious about that.

Despite wearing white robes, he was curious about darkness.

He was so curious about darkness, one of the primordial beginnings and the adversary of light.

Could darkness never become one with light? No matter what was done?

The answer, he firmly believed, was known only to God.

He resolved once more to continue following his "God."

With a thunderous sound, he finally opened the door of the dark cottage and stepped outside. The cottage shattered into pieces, and the outside had already grown so dark that one couldn't see an inch ahead.

"Black fragments... two more left?"

When a tiny moonbeam illuminated his body, his once-white robes were already stained black.

"Not much longer..."

My God, the primordial beginning.

***

"Hmm~"

"Oh, miss? What about the Academy..."

"Ah, the lecture I was supposed to attend today was canceled."

"I... I see~"

After Jenison departed for the Academy, Sino Charlotte followed him but then returned to the mansion.

There didn't seem to be anything interesting happening if she followed him now, and above all, if she did, people would likely crowd around. She detested commotion.

'His expression was really funny... heh.'

She sat down somewhere and recalled what had happened earlier.

The girl who suddenly rushed into his arms, appearing to be around her age, and how he caught her in surprise.

She was definitely a girl who remained in her memory.

With her excellent memory, she knew this was the girl she had met during the midterm evaluation.

'Her name was Lianna, right?'

She was an unusual girl. There was something... something about her that felt off.

Until recently, she hadn't felt any such dissonance, but now she did.

Could that be why her personality suddenly changed?

From what she remembered, the girl didn't have that kind of personality...

'Well... it seems interesting, so I'll put it on hold for now.'

It felt like she might find some clue about him, but she decided to leave it alone.

After all, she and Lianna weren't particularly close, and it seemed too wasteful to get involved in her affairs unnecessarily.

Her intuition was telling her that if she left this matter alone now, it would return as something tremendous later.

'I should just keep an eye on it for now~'

Swoosh—

"Huh?"

That's when it happened. When all the shadows in the room began to move.

The flowing shadow of the curtain cast by sunlight.

The shadow formed by light passing through the transparent glass.

Even the shadow of the snack plate given to her with a warning to eat just a little before meals.

All of these began to gather in the center of her room and then rose upward.

The appearance and magical power, so familiar to her—the magical power emanating from those shadows was remarkably similar to her own.

"...Dad?"

"Haha, my daughter recognizes me right away."

Drip, drip—

Along with Duke Charlotte's somewhat weak voice, hot blood fell to the floor and began to congeal.

Drip, drip—
A considerable amount of blood clots fell to the floor again, soaking the carpet.

Seeing this, Sino, as if accustomed to such occurrences, went outside and returned with a towel, bandages, and medicine.

"Dad, where did you get hurt like this again?"

"Haha, are you perhaps worried about your father?"

Duke Charlotte tried to smoothly evade her slightly concerned voice.

But Sino was also a Charlotte. From an assassin family that never lets go of their target once they bite.

Of course, she wouldn't let this slide so easily.

After all, someone had indeed harmed her father.

Tighten—
Deliberately tightening the bandage, she continued her questioning.

"So, where were you?"

"..."

"If you don't tell me, I'll ask the men."

"No... that's—"

"What's this? Someone even treated you a little?"

"Yes, because I met the Saintess."

"...?"

"Aria, was it? That child?"

"Huh? Yeah..."

"I should see that child. It's better to make things clear."

"What?"

"I need to make her choose."

Whether to abandon the family or to preserve it.

He intended to give her a choice.

***

"Saintess, is this really the right approach?"

"Why do you ask so suddenly, Sister Siren?"

"Well... you've only just awakened..."

"..."

"I'm wondering if it's okay for you to be out like this."

Neigh.

With the sound of horses whinnying and the clatter of hooves, the church's carriage swayed along.

Neigh, neigh, neigh.

But the number of horses was unusual.

As if truly heading to war, white horses armored with pauldrons maintained a consistent distance around the carriage while galloping quickly.

Clatter, clatter—the sound of hooves like thunder.

Honestly, it seemed excessive for an escort, but...

'No, Saintess!'

'If you won't take this many guards with you!!'

'We absolutely cannot allow you to go out!!'

'You must consider the hearts of the believers now... Saintess.'

Having recently returned to the church unconscious, the Saintess couldn't overcome the worries of the believers.

"...Anyway, too many people see me as weak."

"...You are weak."

"No, I'm not! I'm completely strong!"

"But Saintess, you can't even lift heavy things—"

"Be quiet!!"

"...Anyway, did you have something so important to do that you had to come out like this?"

The carriage and horses continued at a rapid pace.

Normally, she should have been resting comfortably at the church by now.

It had only been a day since she awoke, and the high priests and a few devoted believers prioritized her safety above all else.

They weren't pleased about letting her go outside.

Of course, there were many who opposed such overprotection, but quite a few believers agreed with it, so it couldn't be openly ignored.

"Wow, the breeze is refreshing!"

"Saintess, it's dangerous! If you stick your head out of a moving carriage—"

"I just want to feel the wind for a bit~"

"Sigh..."

But she completely ignored such warnings and was out here enjoying the breeze.

For Sister Siren, who had come along to attend to her, it was natural to be concerned.

Of course, she had been secretly asked by the high priests to ensure the Saintess didn't act alone, and as a devoted believer of the church, the Saintess's safety and well-being were among her top priorities.

"Saintess, is there a specific reason you must go to the Reinhardt family now...?"

"..."

"Saintess?"

"...I received a request from someone."

"A request...?"

"Yes, and there's someone I want to meet who I think might be there."

Sister Siren tilted her head at the Saintess's cryptic words, but since they came from the Saintess herself, she believed there must be a reason.

After riding for some time, the horses at the front suddenly stopped.

It was because the magical energy concentration around their destination felt unusually dense.

Neigh—neigh—

The horses' sudden, erratic behavior startled not only the holy knights in charge of the escort but also the Saintess and the nun inside the carriage.

At that moment, someone appeared in the distance.

"Ah, you've finally arrived?"

"You, who else did you invite?"

"That... carriage emblem...?"

Three dukes revealed themselves.

Ch.161 - I Need To Take Preemptive Action
The knights and even Sister Siren, who prided herself on having traveled far and wide for healing, stood with their mouths agape, staring blankly ahead.

"Hmm? Haha, why is everyone so stiff?"

"...Did you bring the Saintess here too? This is insane—"

"No, I never said to bring the Saintess..."

Three dukes were slowly walking toward them, with the pitiful ruins of a mansion behind them.

Crack—
A fractured stone pillar collapsed behind them, followed by wooden pieces tumbling down in succession.

Crash—
Crackle—

Every time another piece of what could no longer be called a mansion crumbled to the ground, the knights and the nun's mouths opened wider, because they knew exactly who owned that mansion.

"C-Captain, that mansion... could it be?"

"...Be quiet."

"I-Is it really? But why—"

"I said be quiet...!!"

Some knights were trying to read the situation, but none dared mention the obvious fact aloud.

Why?
Isn't it obvious?

Who would dare question the three dukes approaching from the distance?

"It's an honor to see you, Your Graces."

"We sincerely apologize for troubling the Saintess with this matter."

"You didn't even consult with us first...!"

"I thought someone might be seriously injured..."

I guarantee that unless you didn't value your life, you wouldn't dare interject yourself into that conversation.

Though their expressions appeared untroubled, the mana surrounding them clearly indicated their foul mood.

Neigh—
Even the horses refused to approach them any further.

The air felt heavy, and despite it being broad daylight, goosebumps covered everyone's skin from the inexplicable chill that began to envelop them.

"Saintess, please step back..."

"What? Why?"

But these knights were tasked with protecting the Saintess. If anything might affect her even slightly, they were duty-bound to eliminate the threat, even at the cost of their lives.

Reminding themselves of this fact, they moved the Saintess away from the dukes.

They didn't care if their actions would be criticized later. Right now, nothing was more important than the Saintess's safety.

As the knights pulled the Saintess back a couple of steps from the conversation she'd been having with the dukes, the first to frown at this action was none other than Duchess Renuel.

"...Captain of the Holy Knights, what is the meaning of this action?"

Though her voice sounded somewhat tired, it was enough.

The voice was a perfect medium for carrying mana.

Woong—

With just one word from her, the air vibrated intensely, causing the knights' shoulder plates to shake violently as if stretched like rubber bands.

A clear sign that she was angry—punishment for those who dared consider her an enemy in the Saintess's presence.

"Ugh...!"

"T-The Saintess..."

Despite the violently trembling air and the crushing pressure, the knights' gazes remained fixed solely on their Saintess.

In their determination to protect the Saintess even at the cost of their lives, Renuel caught a glimpse, for just a moment, of the madness that masqueraded as devotion.

"What are you... doing to the Saintess...!"

Aizen, the captain of the Holy Knights currently guarding the Saintess.

Apparently, he hadn't earned his title by chance. Unlike the other knights, he alone managed to stand without buckling his knees, which meant he was the only one who could still speak, and thus the only one who could find a way out of this situation for the knights.

"Saintess?"

"Y-Yes, Your Grace."

Looking at his knights sprawled around him, Captain Aizen reached one conclusion: now was not the time to assert the church's authority.

If he provoked her any further, not only would his men be in danger, but the Saintess herself might be at risk.

Of course, no imperial duke would dare harm the Saintess, but he couldn't help considering the worst-case scenario.

"Ha, you're being ridiculous. The Saintess is perfectly fine over there."

"...?"

"L-Lord Aizen? What's happening...?"

Contrary to his expectations, the Saintess standing right in front of him appeared completely unaffected.

Her delicate legs hadn't buckled, her slender arms weren't trembling, and she showed no signs of having to grit her teeth against pain.

She was simply infusing holy power into the fallen knights.

She seemed unaffected by any pressure or obstacle, despite being less than a meter away from him, even as she moved among the other knights to infuse them with holy power.

Her expression remained completely undisturbed.

*Is this even possible?*

"What, did you think I couldn't control my mana well enough and would hurt the Saintess?"

"Nngh...!"

"Unfortunately, I had no such intention."

"H-How...?"

"What angered me was your rudeness in judging me dangerous for even a moment."

"There's no need to involve uninvolved parties."

Crunch—
As soon as she finished speaking, the pressure intensified.

It seemed she was punishing them for trying to gloss over the situation using the Saintess's safety as an excuse, rather than apologizing for their rudeness.

No matter their duty to protect the Saintess, there were clear boundaries that shouldn't be crossed, and trying to move past a transgression without even an apology was inexcusable.

*I humbly... accept.*

"Hmm..."

"Come now, couldn't we let this slide?"

Captain Aizen, well aware of this fact, ceased all further resistance, and Charlotte wasn't content to simply watch his submission.

Responding too harshly might lead to complicated entanglements with the church later.

Snap—
With the flick of his finger, all of her mana that had been dominating the surroundings dissipated.

No matter how exceptional a mage Renuel was, he could easily dispel loosely scattered mana like this.

"...Tsk, I'll go ahead. I'll treat the wounds separately."

"Ah... excuse me..."

"I'll see you again, Saintess."

Rustle—
Her body began to disintegrate from the feet up, like white snowflakes scattering.

While everyone's attention was captured by this astonishing sight, a timely breeze swept away all the snowflakes, and Duchess Renuel vanished from the spot.

"Ugh..."

"C-Captain, what just...?"

"...Start preparing your incident reports, you fools."

"W-What?"

After she disappeared without a trace, the knights who had been unable to control their bodies began to regain their senses one by one.

Fortunately, they were all in good health, well enough not to require the Saintess's healing.

"...And I'm left with all the cleanup, since Iris has already left too..."

After carefully observing the spot where she had vanished, Duke Charlotte sighed deeply and turned back to the Saintess.

Though she didn't show it, the Saintess was secretly tense in the presence of Duke Charlotte, whose head seemed to tower above his already impressive height.

"Saintess, thank you for coming all this way."

"Ah... yes."

"About what happened earlier... haha, we had some rather unpleasant business."

"I see..."

"And originally, there was someone you were supposed to help, but..."

"Is it too late?!"

"No, that's not it. He escaped."

"E-Escaped?"

A patient who needed church healing for serious injuries, yet chose to escape?

From her perspective, it was quite unbelievable, but after hearing the duke's explanation, she could somewhat understand.

"He's currently a criminal, you see."

"...Ah."

Well, if he's a criminal, that makes sense.

The church exists for good, ordinary people after all.

There's no need to show mercy to criminals who exploit and harm others.

Of course, if they show potential for repentance and atonement, that's a different story.

"Hmm... I didn't expect the Saintess herself to come to a place like this."

"Well... that's..."

"Honestly, I was surprised. I thought they'd send a high bishop at most."

"..."

"Or perhaps you had your own reasons for wanting to come here?"

"N-No, not at all!!"

How could she explain that she came all this way because she sensed there was a man here who shouldn't be left alone?

"Haha, I understand. This old man will take his leave now."

"No... I really don't... Huh?"

Drip, drip. Drops of blood fell.

From around his chest.

And quite a substantial amount of blood at that.

The kind of bleeding that wouldn't happen unless something was seriously wrong.

"Are you injured somewhere?"

"No, this isn't my blood."

"...?"

"If we find that man, I'll contact you."

"...Pardon?"

"You'll certainly be able to heal him then."

Leaving these puzzling words for the Saintess, he received minimal treatment and disappeared.

Left suddenly alone, the Saintess began to take in the sight of the ruined mansion in the distance while waiting for the knights to regain their senses.

***

"Doberman?"

"Yes, Master."

"Relay this to His Majesty."

"What message?"

"That Reinhardt has fled with the sword."

"..."

"Tell him to take precautions in case of trouble."

"I will obey your command."

Ch.162 - A Moment Of Leisure (1)
Good, that's settled.

I've successfully passed off Professor Oliver's proposal to someone else, so now I can truly focus on my own work.

Well, not that my "work" is anything special.

I received quite a lot of supplies from both the Great Forest and the royal family this time, so I needed to think about how to make use of them. And since I went all the way to the Great Forest to get spirit stones, I needed to research them quickly too.

*I do wish I knew exactly when they'll awaken, though...*

At the very least, I wanted to know when I could start using these spirit stones. If I knew that, I wouldn't have to waste time on unnecessary things.

Plus, I now have Charlotte's letter of recommendation. From the contents, it seems like she's trying to entrust me to someone...

Of course, given her status, they'll probably accept me without much trouble, but I don't know how long the letter will remain effective. I needed to show my face there as soon as possible.

I don't know who's supposed to teach me, but it would be good to make a positive first impression.

*I should head back to the dormitory first—*

"Hey, stop right there!"

"No way, hahaha!"

As I was about to return to the dormitory, several sets of footsteps rushed past me.

Students with beaming faces were chasing each other, looking carefree and happy without a worry in the world.

Watching their pure, joyful expressions gave me a sense of ease.

Of course, my mind has been unusually anxious lately...

But isn't that natural? I recently saw the face of the person who killed my mother. It would be abnormal to remain completely calm.

At least right now, I couldn't just sit still. No, I didn't want to sit still.

If I stopped moving, I felt like I would freeze completely. Like a small boat barely managing to navigate the ocean with the wind's help, I feared being swallowed by waves without a breeze.

I had to keep moving, using my limbs as oars. Otherwise, I didn't think I could bear what was coming.

Why am I suddenly so miserable?

*I don't know... damn it.*

I've certainly been afraid of the future countless times before. I must have experienced this situation dozens or hundreds of times already.

So why am I so afraid of the dark future approaching me now?

≪User's negative emotions are manifesting≫
≪Actions that help stabilize your mental state are recommended≫

*Perhaps I—*

"Excuse me, young master?"

"Ella?"

What woke me from my brief daydream was a maid with a peaceful, gentle smile and beautiful silver hair, just like the students who had passed by earlier.

I wasn't sure why she was in front of me when she should have been at the dormitory, but what mattered was that my mind felt somewhat at ease the moment I saw her.

Like a clogged toilet suddenly becoming unclogged.

"You've been spacing out for a while..."

"Ah..."

"Are you... feeling unwell?"

I must have been walking absentmindedly for quite some time.

The scenery around me had completely changed. The tall Academy buildings and the occasional towering green trees that had been visible even from inside the Academy had suddenly disappeared.

Instead, what entered my vision was the familiar interior of the dormitory.

"When did I get here?"

"Pardon? You've been standing here for a while now."

"I have?"

"Yes, you came in and just stood there silently..."

According to her, I had entered this room and stared into space for nearly five minutes without doing anything.

She said she had tried speaking to me several times, but I hadn't heard a word.

Her voice clearly hadn't reached me.

*I don't think I was that distracted...*

"Young master, are you feeling unwell again...?"

As I pondered my current physical condition, Ella's worried eyes looked up at me.

Those bright, round eyes. Eyes that seemed like they might shatter at the slightest wrong move.

Clear pupils, not hazy like others', enveloped me.

"Young master, are you really not feeling—"

"I'm fine. You don't need to worry."

"...Really?"

I avoided her suspicious gaze and excused myself, saying I had something to do.

Having been responsible for many younger siblings since childhood, she was quite concerned despite pretending otherwise.

If I had stayed in the dormitory, I probably would have had to listen to her not-quite-nagging.

Besides, I'd been bedridden so often lately that her worry seemed to be reaching its limit.

She kept trying to follow me wherever I went, and it was quite tiring to keep turning her away.

Most of the time, I just gave up first.

*Sigh, maybe I'll go to the library.*

I had nothing else to do anyway.

I was thinking of going to the Academy library to find more information about spirits.

With students aspiring to various fields, the Academy library contained books on virtually every subject, so even if information on spirits was hard to come by, there should be at least something about them.

*Oh, I didn't bring the spirit stone...*

I suddenly realized that the bag I had taken to the Great Forest was still in my dormitory, but I only noticed after I had already left the building.

It was awkward to go back up just to get it.

*I probably don't need it anyway. I remember what it looks like well enough.*

Well, it's not like anyone would confront me for not carrying a spirit stone...

It should be fine.

***

Rustle—
The sound of leaves brushing against each other.

Gurgle—
Along with it, streams of water flowing together.

The surrounding scenery was so beautiful, it was hard to believe it had been scorched not long ago.

A place where the vitality of the forest ran wild.

This place has many names.

Humans call it the Great Forest, but that's not necessarily its true name.

This place, where the World Tree has taken root, is the home of the elves.

Just as human villages are named by humans, this forest has its proper name.

A name given by the elves, who are both residents of this forest and descendants of the World Tree.

Elven Wood.

Within this forest, which surrounds the World Tree—the first tree—there are still many elven homes scattered throughout.

Due to a recent unexpected attack, part of their forest was destroyed, and they were still working hard to rebuild it.

"Hmm, it seems the foundation is mostly in place now."

"Lady Silvia!"

"Yes? What is it?"

This was their home, so they couldn't afford to slack off even a little.

With everyone—regardless of age, gender, or status—working together to nurture the forest and rebuild the village, they managed to establish the foundation in a much shorter time than expected.

Now, Silvia, their leader, was overseeing the final touches as the Princess of the Elves.

She was offering mana water to the roots of the World Tree.

The mana water, containing the magic of elves who follow only the forest and worship the World Tree, was like holy water embodying their hearts.

They offered it regularly, praying for their own safety and the peace of the forest.

"Princess, here..."

"I understand."

Click, click—
With each step of her shoes, people around her bowed their heads.

Finally, she reached the place where the roots of the World Tree were located.

This place, filled with magical formations and the energy of spirits, was strictly guarded so that no one except royalty could enter.

Silvia was the only descendant of the Elven Queen, who was also the priestess of the World Tree.

"God, I come here to honor the pure glory of the elves and nature."

Creak—

Her body briefly glowed, and the massive tree that had been blocking her way disappeared.

The air around her changed.

"..."

The bustling sounds of elven laughter and conversation vanished.

Around her spread vast grasslands, oceans, rivers—scenery that seemed to contain all the natural elements of the world.

In front of her, something sprouted with a pop.

At first glance, it might have looked like a simple sprout, but the spirit energy emanating from that tiny stem was on a completely different level.

Silvia instinctively knelt before it.

Only the primordial tree could emit such energy.

She tilted a leaf-shaped bottle containing mana water toward the sprout.

When a single drop fell on the leaf, nature briefly inhabited her body.

"...!"

[Thank you.]

With that beautiful voice, her surroundings changed once again.

The elves and spirits that had been invisible moments ago were now present.

"Lady Silvia, are you alright?"

"...Yes."

"L-Lady Silvia? Where are you going...?"

"Most of the work is finished now, right?"

"Y-yes, but..."

"Then I need to return."

After all, I'm still a student.

Ch.163 - A Moment Of Leisure (2)
The Academy's library wasn't established as long ago as one might think. This made sense, as not many students actually needed books.

Of course, there were students who enjoyed reading as a hobby. Some even kept books by their side while eating or sleeping. Even though the Academy was filled with arrogant nobles from birth, there were certainly those who loved reading and were passionate about learning.

However, these students didn't necessarily need the Academy to provide books because they were nobles. Books were just books. Unless they were exponentially valuable magical texts, they were simply pieces of paper with knowledge written on them. Even if they contained interesting topics or academically valuable research papers from the Magic Tower, they were still just books that noble families could easily afford.

What about commoner students who couldn't afford books? Most commoners weren't particularly interested in books anyway. If they had money to spend on books, they'd rather save every penny for their tuition.

Still, there were complaints. Many argued that the Academy should at least provide books related to their courses. These complaints came primarily from commoners.

"I came here to study, but I can't because there are no books!"

"I scraped together every penny I had to get here!"

"I just need a few specialized books to complete my research!"

"Can't we at least use the club budget for this?!"

This was actually something the Chairman had been considering for some time. When commoner students staged a large protest, he saw it as a good opportunity. Judging by how quickly he implemented comprehensive reforms after the protest, anyone would think so.

"F-finally, I can complete my research!"

"Wow, so this problem could only be solved using this formula...?!"

"Wait, this information contradicts what I knew...?!"

Student reactions were overwhelmingly positive. The commoners who had been demanding the right to access books celebrated wildly that night. Even the nobles, who couldn't understand why anyone would protest for such things, welcomed the library as good news.

Of course, students who had no interest in books or academic pursuits were indifferent, but if you asked which facility was most beloved in the Academy today, probably seven out of ten would name the library.

"W-wow... this is a magic book even my family couldn't obtain!"

"I can't believe the Academy library has 'Mana Mechanics and Magic String Theory'?!"

Under the authority of the Chairman, a 9th Circle magician, the library housed a collection comparable to any central library. This ocean of information was heaven for magicians, especially the books personally selected by the Chairman.

But as the saying goes, sweet fruit always attracts insects.

"Hey, isn't that a library book?"

"..."

"Why are you taking it outside... Hey, where are you going?!"

Some students, overcome by greed, began trying to smuggle out magical texts and ancient books that belonged to the Academy to sell them. After one such incident was accidentally discovered, the Academy entrusted library security entirely to the student council—the only group in the Academy that didn't discriminate based on social status.

"So then, what I did was..."

"Hehehe... really?"

"Yes, that's what—huh?"

"Please keep quiet in the library."

"Y-yes, sir!"

To this day, that authority remains with the student council. Rumors say that if you break even the slightest library rule, your name gets marked on the student council's list. The library is known as the place with the strictest rules in the entire Academy.

***

Although I had never visited the library since entering the Academy, finding it wasn't difficult. After wasting so much time on campus, I roughly knew where it was located. Whenever I got lost in this unnecessarily large building, I could simply ask anyone for directions.

"Excuse me..."

"Y-yes? Are you talking to me?"

"No, Jenison wanted to talk to me."

"Shut up, I'm talking to you!"

Of course, the process wasn't exactly smooth. While nobles might try to establish connections with me, I didn't expect commoner students to treat me this way too. I heard I was being revered as some kind of hero... please stop. It's embarrassing in many ways.

After such complications, I finally arrived at the library entrance, but I stopped right in front of it. What I saw before me didn't look anything like a library door—it was covered in magical formations.

*What kind of library needs to be protected by so many magical formations?*

≪Substantial magical power detected≫
≪Analyzing magical formation results...≫

Various protective spells were laid out as if it were natural. Judging by the amount of magical power flowing through the formations and the complete absence of wasted energy, the caster's magical proficiency was certainly not low.

Yet, as if that weren't enough reassurance, each formation seemed to be imbued with holy power—a feeling like compressed holy energy ready to break free at any moment. It felt like highly concentrated holy power compressed repeatedly into a single line.

Probably someone at least on the level of John who healed me before, or perhaps even higher. While I doubt many people have higher holy power than a high bishop, it's just a possibility. After all, if the quantity of holy power is sufficient, one doesn't necessarily need to be a high bishop.

Given those conditions, though extremely unlikely, a few ordinary priests might possess such power. Or perhaps they asked the Saintess currently studying here. Unlike others, she could never coldly refuse someone's request.

"Well... let's go in."

I wasn't very familiar with protective magic, so I couldn't fully identify all these formations yet, but surely there wouldn't be anything dangerous in the Academy? The security was said to be strict, so these must be related to that. Though I didn't expect it to be this strict, it certainly wouldn't harm students.

I grabbed the handle and pulled the door open, immediately greeted by a scent I'd only encountered in the Great Forest before—the smell of wood, raw timber, and sawdust.

All these familiar woody scents welcomed me first, followed by the damp smell of paper. The melancholy scent of white paper that had absorbed moisture and faded. A smell anyone who loves books would appreciate.

Bookshelves made of raw wood and the books sleeping peacefully within them. The grandeur was such that it could be called a tomb of books.

*At this rate, I might find quite a few books I'm looking for—*

"...Jenison?"

From within that quiet, tearful scent, I heard someone calling my name. Given the location, it wasn't very loud, but I could clearly hear it—a voice I'd heard not long ago.

"...Imperial Princess?"

"Jenison, why are you here...?"

"..."

"C-could it be you're stalking...!"

"...?"

"How shameless!! Even though Father said we would make a good match—"

Before I could refute her ridiculous misunderstanding, which had turned her cheeks bright red, someone from a distant bookshelf was glaring at us. A man wearing a yellow armband that read "Student Council."

If I remembered correctly, he was quite strict and rigid—a man who wouldn't even allow students to throw trash on the floor. Though some students were dissatisfied with his strict regime, he was the son of the Marquis Ron family, so few dared to challenge him.

Besides, his strictness was a response to others breaking rules first, so they had no legitimate grounds for complaint.

"...Imperial Princess."

"Oh, who...?"

"...I'm Juniel Ron from the student council."

"Hello... student council?"

"...Please maintain silence in the library."

"...Yes."

It was surprising to see a student council member who should be issuing stern warnings bow his head first, but given her status, it was unavoidable. If he was born into a marquis family but disliked bowing his head, he should have been born into the imperial bloodline instead.

"Then... I'll take my leave."

"Ah, yes... please go ahead."

One person bending his pride and breaking his principles, and another person embarrassed by her mistake and not knowing what to do—quite an entertaining spectacle.

Ch.164 - Elf Of The Mist? (1)
Reading is food for the mind.

It's one of those common sayings we've all heard somewhere.

Some laugh it off, asking who actually believes that.

Others dismiss it entirely, saying they couldn't care less.

But Kiana, the Imperial Princess, was rather fond of this saying.

Reading is good.

It's quiet, peaceful, and doesn't require particularly difficult effort.

She especially enjoyed writings that skillfully portrayed the psychology of crowds.

Her initial exposure to books wasn't for pleasure.

It came naturally as part of her education for the succession competition.

Economics, geography, history, and so on.

She had studied almost every book deemed necessary for leadership qualities.

It wasn't particularly enjoyable.

Just boring and monotonous.

But she couldn't quit.

She'd heard until her ears wore out that as someone born into the imperial family, she had responsibilities to bear.

However, she wasn't particularly ambitious by nature.

As long as the empire was well-governed, she didn't particularly care if she became the ruler herself.

In her heart, she wanted to pass the right of succession to her older brother, but if that happened, it was painfully obvious how the people who had followed and believed in her would change.

"Princess, this is my son..."

"Oh, Your Highness, these days among young ladies, this style is trending—"

As time passed and she grew older, the number of people approaching her became countless.

Some used the pretext of introducing their sons.

Others used the excuse of styles trending among young noblewomen.

Among them, some even hired people to monitor her, but after her father made an example of them, at least that sort of thing stopped happening.

Yes, only "that sort of thing."

*...It's exhausting.*

It would be a lie to say she wasn't tired.

She had to diligently study subjects she didn't want to learn.

She was forced to adopt dignity and manners that didn't suit her, all for the sake of maintaining the imperial family's reputation.

Just responding to the daily flood of invitations from social circles took forever.

Yet she couldn't show any sign of struggle.

Who knew what rumors might spread?

At first, she desperately wanted to have friends, but when she finally left the palace and entered the Academy, she realized the Academy was hardly different from the palace.

From then on, she went back to acting as she always had.

After all, she had received all sorts of education and training in proper conduct since childhood in anticipation of such situations.

She never resented being born into the imperial family.

Because of her royal status, she had easily enjoyed things others couldn't.

Still, on particularly difficult and tiring days, she would come here—to this place filled with books.

She loved the musty wooden smell that greeted her when she opened the door.

She enjoyed turning the slightly faded pages one by one.

At least while reading, she didn't have to worry about anything else.

With the student council keeping strict watch, no one would dare approach her carelessly.

There were no special privileges for being royalty here.

It was simply a place where she could sit, read whatever book she wanted, and leave when finished.

*Today... it was volume 3, wasn't it?*

She thoroughly examined the bookshelf made of old mahogany, looking for the book she hadn't finished reading last time.

It was a genre novel she had recently become absorbed in.

A predictable and clichéd story about a female protagonist overcoming all sorts of hardships and adversities.

*...Someone must have borrowed it today.*

She was quite fond of this novel.

So much so that she, who normally wouldn't touch a book she'd already read, would carefully reopen its pages and read it thoroughly again.

"Punish the wicked."

This was the most frequent theme in the novel, and also what her father, the Emperor, had repeatedly emphasized since she was very young.

*The wicked... the wicked...*

Thinking of the wicked reminded her of that man.

Born into the privileged position of a duke's son, yet unwilling to shoulder responsibility.

Honestly, she could have ignored him.

After all, he wasn't someone who directly harmed her.

He strangely only bullied one commoner girl in particular, and his gang followed his lead.

Looking back now, it seemed he didn't want to involve others, but to her younger self, his actions had seemed truly evil.

*When I offered to help and saw that girl's lukewarm reaction, I should have realized.*

In the end, it had been pointless.

No matter how much he had tried to hide it, what she had done ultimately meant nothing.

*If only I had been more careful... ugh...*

She sighed deeply and was about to open another book she had just taken from the shelf when—

Creeeeak—

The library door, which rarely saw student traffic due to the student council's strict rules, slowly began to open.

***

"Princess, what brings you here?"

"Shouldn't I be asking you that, since I was here first...?"

"..."

"...I just came to read, that's all."

It was awkward.

He hadn't seen her face since being invited to dinner at the Royal Palace last time.

It was especially awkward considering they had almost become engaged.

It would be a lie to say it wasn't uncomfortable.

"What are you looking for?"

"I'm also looking for a book."

However, unless she showed discomfort first, I had no intention of doing so.

She was clearly trying hard not to show it, so I couldn't be the one to create distance first.

"What kind of book?"

"A book about spirits... do you happen to know where it is?"

"If it's that, it should be in the 200s section."

"...You know quite a lot. Thank you."

"Well, I've spent a lot of time here alone."

I wasn't sure why someone of her royal status would come all this way alone to read books, but I had no intention of prying into her private life, so I let it pass without asking.

The 200s... the 200s.

Repeating the numbers in my mind as I walked forward, I spotted a nameplate attached to the top of a bookshelf that read [200~].

"Here it is..."

"But this section only has books that require specialized knowledge, doesn't it?"

"...Why are you following me?"

"I'm not? I just happen to have business in this section too."

She stuck out her tongue as if to prove her point.

It seemed like a mischievous gesture, but I couldn't quite figure out why she was acting this way.

Perhaps due to her appearance, it just came across as cute—like a fierce kitten trying to hiss. Though there probably aren't any red-furred cats in reality.

"But why are you suddenly looking for a book about spirits?"

"...I have an experiment to conduct."

"An experiment? I don't know what that is, but this book might be good."

"...?"

[Contemplation of Spirit Studies and Its Foundations]

That was the title of the book she pulled from the shelf and handed to me.

The cover was wrapped in blue leather, and though it claimed to be foundational, its volume suggested otherwise.

The thickness and weight were in a different league compared to ordinary books.

At a glance, it looked twice as thick as a normal book.

I worried for a moment that despite its impressive exterior, the content might be shoddy, but as soon as I saw the author's name written on the cover, that doubt melted away.

[Contemplation of Spirit Studies and Its Foundations]
Translator: Raymond de Anare
Author: Karche (El)

The single letter "El" next to what appeared to be the author's name didn't refer to their name, but rather their race.

"El... means elf."

"That's right. They say that book was written directly by an elf."

"Then it should contain more accurate information than other books."

Honestly, elves who live in beautiful natural settings with spirits would know more about them than humans, who are more familiar with technology than nature.

Coincidentally, I had obtained a very reliable source.

"Of course, and do you know which elf wrote it?"

"...?"

"...You don't know?"

"I'm rather ignorant about other races, but..."

"Even so, how can you not know this person?"

"...Are they famous?"

"...Haven't you ever heard of the Elf of the Mist?"

Since there were hardly any stories about other races within the Empire, the name "Elf of the Mist" was completely new to me.

Just hearing it, it sounded more like a title than an actual name...

If I had ever heard such a distinctive name as "Elf of the Mist," I certainly wouldn't have forgotten it.

When I looked at her with an expression that clearly showed I had never heard of it, she simply tilted her head back without saying anything.

As if repeatedly asking, "You're learning about spirits... and you don't know?"

***

"—so this matter should be handled... Your Majesty?"

"Hmm~hmm~"

"Your Majesty, are you listening?"

"Ah, yes~ I'm listening."

"...So, how should we handle this matter?"

"Ah... let's leave it for now?!"

"Pardon...?"

"I have something urgent to attend to right now~"

"..."

"I don't have time to worry about that?"

"I understand. Then may I assign this to someone else?"

"Yes, that should be fine."

"As you command."

"But isn't it funny? That someone took the black fragment."

"..."

"Don't you think so?"

"...Yes, it is."

"...Find it. Search everywhere."

"Yes."

Ch.165 - Elf Of The Mist? (2)
Long ago, chaos descended upon this land.

No one knows why.
There were no warning signs.

It happened in an instant.

Darkness fell upon the once brilliant blue sky

The vast and fertile earth began to rot

And a single ray of death settled upon all living things.

Aaaagh—
Grooowl—
Chirp, chirp chirp

In an instant, the world began to fill with the screams of living beings

And all creatures, knowing nothing, were busy pushing each other aside to evacuate.

The number of lives lost, trampled to death in the crowds rushing to escape, exceeded hundreds of thousands,

And in that overheated chaos, there were many who tore at and killed one another.

The one who watched all this from afar nodded with great satisfaction.

Muttering that all of this was the appropriate punishment that they deserved to receive,

They displayed an expression more relieved than anyone else's.

The moonlight that illuminated that terribly dark shadow was stained black, as if devoured by the darkness.

Those who saw this all repeated the same words—"God is angry"—

And spread rumors that a Demon King had descended upon this land.

Demon King

The king of demons and the absolute ruler of power.

Those who survived after seeing that shadow described it differently,

But among all their descriptions of the Demon King, only one thing was certain.

"It's... a god... an evil god...!!"

"Hu...humanity cannot win..."

The Demon King's authoritative and terribly cruel actions began to instill fear in all living beings.

People exploded into pieces,
Rivers of blood flowed freely,
And even their corpses couldn't be found.

It was truly hell itself.
All of this happened in just two days.

"Kyaaaah!! Help... huh?"

"Don't worry, I am a hero!!"

"He...ro?"

"I have been chosen by the goddess and have come to defeat the Demon King!!"

But they say hope blooms even in despair, don't they?

When demons began to swarm all over the world,

And the waves of blood they caused wouldn't stop,

Four superhumans appeared to save the world:

The hero of the holy sword, Goldson, who appeared with the goddess's mark on the back of his hand.

The great magician, Rel, who had mastered all magic.

The iron wall orc, Goliath, who boasted extreme defense and swept through battlefields.

The elf, Karche, who loved nature and showed off her divine archery skills.

Thanks to these four superhumans, whose origins and residences were uncertain,

The tide of battle was reversed in an instant.

After all, the Demon King's forces, which had devoured three duchies in just two days,

Were mostly annihilated as soon as they appeared.

Fear was the easiest thing in this world to spread,

But so was hope.

The hope that perhaps they might survive.

The thought that they might see tomorrow's sun once more.

Such hope began to appear among people,

And by the time they "barely" defeated the Demon King,

They were already being called the "Hero Party" across the continent.

***

"...Wasn't that just a fairy tale?"

"No? It was actually a true story."

"..."

"...You didn't really think this story was a fairy tale, did you?"

"..."

"...I didn't expect you to still have such childlike innocence."

Her eyes gazed at me as if looking at an innocent child.

Childlike innocence?
Let me clarify that such a thing disappeared from me long ago.

After all, my actual age had long since surpassed the range of childhood.

And isn't it hard to believe in the first place?

Hero parties and Demon Kings that you'd only see in isekai fiction.

The idea that such things, which seemed like they belonged in some regretful production,

Were not legends but historical accounts

Was quite difficult for me to believe.

Moreover, knowing the ending of this story,

It was even harder for me to accept.

"But after defeating the Demon King, the Hero Party members..."

"Yes, well, they all disappeared."

"Then how can we know this is a true story?"

If it had been just a day or two, I might understand,

But this story's background was from the very distant past.

Of course, survivors from that time might have made records,

Or perhaps the story was passed down by word of mouth,

But even that would only be possible after a certain amount of time had passed.

As I recall, the background of this story was at least 2,000 years ago,

Yet a story that transcends one century, two centuries,

And continues to be passed down for dozens of centuries couldn't possibly exist in this world.

After all, rumors and legends were the first things to be forgotten by the people of this world.

"Besides, the fact that the author of this book is Karche..."

"Yes, she was the last surviving member of the Hero Party."

"..."

"I should mention that there's absolutely no possibility of impersonation."

Her tone carried not doubt but certainty,

And I found myself questioning once again.

Because the end of this story wasn't a happy one.

If anything, it was closer to an open ending.

It could never be considered a happy ending.

"...But in the story—"

"It's said that the Demon King and the Hero Party perished together."

"..."

"But, decades after that incident..."

***

When news spread that the Hero Party and the Demon King had perished together,

People rejoiced ecstatically.

Because the dark moon no longer appeared in the sky.

Because they no longer needed to live today worrying about tomorrow.

Although there was news that the Hero Party members had also been annihilated in the process,

Only some nobles and commoners truly mourned their loss,

While high-ranking nobles and royalty who had secretly feared their power

Actually smiled broadly and enjoyed the festivities to the fullest,

Pleased that they had perished along with the Demon King.

Their heroic tales continued to circulate among people,

But since they no longer existed in this world,

There was no need for the nobility to feel threatened,

And by the time enough years had passed for their exploits to begin fading from people's memories,

She came in person.

Mentioning that long-forgotten name.

Holding the holy sword, once the hero's weapon, in her right hand,

Carrying her beloved fire bow in her left,

With the great warrior's shield on her back,

And wearing the orb, symbol of the great magician, around her neck,

She walked across what had become a desert, heading toward the kingdom.

"Hey, stop right there."

"You can't enter the kingdom without identifying yourself."

"...Seriously."

"What?"

"You think I dragged all this here to be treated like this?!"

Her voice was loud and beautiful enough to echo throughout the entire kingdom.

***

"..."

"..."

"...Is that true?"

"Yes, that's how she returned."

"..."

"Well, now no one knows where she's gone again."

According to her,

They definitely succeeded in killing the Demon King,

And in the process, every single one of her party members had been sacrificed without exception.

She herself had managed to survive through some method,

But in order to collect and return their belongings that she hadn't been able to gather at the time,

She had wandered the world, which is why it took so long...

"...That's an interesting story."

"And many people asked her how she defeated the Demon King..."

"...?"

"She said she... quartered it and sealed it away..."

"..."

"I-it's true, so stop looking at me like that! It's rude!!"

"...Yes, I apologize."

"Anyway, before she left for wherever she went, she left behind teachings..."

Apparently embarrassed by my skeptical gaze,

She cleared her throat once and continued her story,

Pointing her extended index finger at the book I was holding.

"That's one of the books recording the teachings she left behind."

"...So this is an ancient text?"

"No? Of course they transferred the records to new books before they deteriorated."

...Well, no matter how much influence the director had,

Even the imperial court would never allow such legendary records to be placed in a mere library like this.

"Anyway, thanks to the teachings of the survivor, people made many advancements."

"..."

"And spirit studies is one of them."

"So the one who first revealed the existence of spirits to people was..."

"Her, yes."

The founder of spirit studies, Karche.

They say it would be harder to find someone in the field of spirit studies who doesn't know her name...

It seems my ignorance of this while looking for books on spirits was quite shocking to her.

*Though I don't think it was necessary for her to grab her head like that...*

"...Can I ask you one thing?"

"Yes? Go...ahead."

"At that time—"

"...?"

"...Um, wh-why are you looking for books on spirits?"

"...It seemed like you were about to ask something else—"

"No!! No, this is what I wanted to ask!!"

...I felt like if I probed a little deeper,

I might discover what she had originally intended to say,

But I didn't particularly want to know that badly,

And above all, it might be rude to her...

*I should just let it go.*

"It's nothing special, I just suddenly became interested."

"...Suddenly? In spirit studies?"

"Yes."

"...That's really unusual."

"..."

"Anyway, if you're interested in that field, you'd be better off looking elsewhere."

"...Where do you mean?"

"Why, there's a Spirit Studies Department at the Academy, isn't there?"

Ch.166 - How Rude!
## Spirit Department

The Spirit Department.

Literally a group organized by students studying spirits, something like a club. While it's called a "department" in name only, among students, the Spirit Department's reputation is such that it might as well be considered an academic society.

This place, where only students who seem willing to do anything related to spirits gather, has very little publicly known about what they actually research. The reason is that whenever other students try to visit, they're denied entry with the excuse that "the spirits are rejecting you."

Even when reporting research results to their supervising professors, they typically do it outside their clubroom. The number of students who have been pushed out and expelled by their hands could nearly fill a truck.

Of course, many of the expelled students couldn't accept the reasoning and immediately protested:

"Hey, wait!! Are you seriously turning ME away?!"

"Well, the spirits don't like you."

"Who cares about those things?! I'm going to—!"

"What's all this commotion?"

Perhaps because the head of the Spirit Department has considerable influence, instances of excessive outbursts are rarely seen. Thanks to this, the Spirit Department continues to exist and conduct research at the Academy.

Of course, some professors and students have complaints, but since the Academy's director has given permission, who would dare step forward to express opposition?

Having survived for so long, the Spirit Department seems quite popular among new students these days, probably due to the rarity of spirits themselves.

Well, in reality, they reject almost everyone's membership or observation requests with the excuse that "the spirits don't like them," allowing only a very small number of people in.

"Why that expression? The Spirit Department surely has mountains of such materials."

Of course, I'd considered that possibility. If I could just visit the Spirit Department, I wouldn't need to come to the library. When there's an easy way to get information, there's no need to search around on foot.

Besides, during my previous visit to the Great Forest, and as Silvia—who has the most outstanding talent for handling spirits among the elves—once mentioned, I possess a natural affinity with nature that exceeds ordinary people.

Moreover, I've even met the World Tree, mother of all spirits, and currently have some strange girl living inside my body claiming to be a spirit...

Those people who are endlessly devoted to spirit magic wouldn't fail to notice these things.

Besides, the members of the Spirit Department are just people with slightly better natural affinity than ordinary folks, without any talent for freely controlling spirits.

Naturally, they'd be extremely interested in me. They might even keep me captive until they finish asking all their questions.

Others might think I'm crazy for suggesting this—surely they wouldn't go that far—but based on the rumors about their behavior... I truly can't guarantee anything.

"Why that expression? Do you have some bad memories of the Spirit Department?"

"...No, nothing in particular."

Personally, I don't have any ill feelings toward them, but walking into such a place of my own accord would be rather uncomfortable. I preferred methods that allowed me to rest comfortably rather than getting involved in troublesome matters, even if it took a bit longer.

"Hmm... why don't you try going there once?"

"...I don't see why that would be necessary..."

"Well, the books here are mostly famous ones that can be found elsewhere..."

"...?"

"The less common the information you're looking for, the harder it will be to find, don't you think?"

She covered her mouth and smiled mischievously, as if she'd discovered something interesting. A smile that didn't suit an imperial princess at all—it seemed more fitting for a villainess.

For a moment, my eyebrows twitched slightly at her smile and bold claim, but I quickly hid my surprise and turned a page in the book I was holding, pretending to be uninterested.

This book was written by an elf who was still famous enough to be mentioned occasionally. I didn't think it would lack the information I wanted, and even if I couldn't find what I needed here, I could always rush to the Spirit Department later.

The potential risks of the Spirit Department were too great to recklessly entrust myself to them.

*Surely it can't be missing... it's just about spirit stones...*

"Hey, why don't you stop wasting time and go there now?"

"...It seems the princess is eager for me to leave the library as soon as possible."

"Eh? No... that wasn't my intention at all."

"...You should practice managing your expressions a bit more."

"..."

"There's no need to feel sorry, though."

"W-who's sorry?! I'm not sorry at all!"

Not sorry? It's written all over your face.

To others, her expression might seem unchanged, but for someone like me who habitually observes targets over and over, reading something from someone's expression was easier than eating cold porridge—especially when the person wasn't a composed adult but an emotionally rich young girl who hadn't even reached adulthood.

Look at her now. Her expression is saying, "Oh no, did I get caught? What should I do..."

Well, an ordinary person wouldn't be able to face someone they were rumored to be engaged to as if nothing had happened.

Since she was royalty, I thought she would have at least learned how to manage her expressions, but perhaps this was a bit too much for her.

"You really don't need to worry about it."

"Y-you really!!"

I genuinely told her it was fine and not to worry, but instead she got angry and jumped up.

I don't know if she's always felt this way, but she seems to find me fundamentally difficult to deal with.

It's like... the instinctive aversion a 10-year-old child might feel toward an unknown 70-year-old elder?

Considering our ages, this comparison wasn't entirely wrong, but it wasn't exactly that feeling either. Just an extreme awkwardness that ordinary people rarely experience.

"H-hmph, fine. And here I was trying to be considerate..."

"Princess."

"...What!"

"Do I make you uncomfortable?"

"..."

"Ah, if it's about what His Majesty said that time—ack!"

"D-don't talk about that here!!"

I got hit.

Honestly, I wasn't surprised, but the impact was stronger than expected, and I almost dropped the book I was holding.

Why didn't I dodge? I tried to step back reflexively, but something behind me blocked my—

"...Your Highness."

"Yes?"

"Would you two... please leave?"

"What? Me?"

"Chatting and fighting are strictly prohibited... in the library."

"..."

"If you wish to continue... please do so outside."

As expected of the Ron family, strict in all matters. Good job, indeed.

***

"Ah, we got kicked out because of you!"

"...How exactly is this my fault—"

"Because you said unnecessary strange things!"

"...I apologize."

The Academy's library was still part of the Academy, and if we had continued to stay there, we might have faced some punishment from the student council, so we had no choice but to leave obediently.

Well, honestly, the expression of that Ron family member who escorted us out looked more serious than mine, which is partly why I followed quietly. He's probably worrying now about whether he's caused trouble for his family by confronting the princess.

"...But why did you leave quietly, Princess?"

"What? What do you mean?"

"Unlike others, you certainly have the power to remain in the library if you wished..."

"Huh? Despite appearances, I'm not someone who abuses power for personal matters!"

"...I apologize for my rudeness."

"Really, if my brother had heard those words, you would already be in big trouble!"

"..."

"You might even have had your tongue cut off for insulting the royal family!"

"..."

"Even though we... have had such talks between us..."

Her pronunciation became increasingly unclear, so I raised my lowered head to look at her face. Her usual confident expression was gone, replaced by what looked like a red radish—a radish with beautifully red hair.

Just then, bright light streamed through the corridor windows, creating quite a pleasant scene for onlookers.

"...I'll be more careful with my words in the future, then."

"Ugh... th-that... wait, where are you going?!"

Unable to handle her reaction and expression, I decided to retreat from that place first.

To be honest, I wasn't accustomed to seeing her like this, and just standing there made me feel unbearably awkward.

"Y-you... next time we meet...!!"

"By now, my luggage should be all packed."

Even as I started running down the corridor and kept running, I could still hear something from behind, but I deliberately chose to ignore it.

"You're really... so rude!!"

*...Why is she only angry at me?*

I really don't get it.

Ch.167 - The Sudden Letter (1)
Despite disappearing from her sight, she seemed determined to keep chasing after me, so I just ran away at full speed.

Professor Oliver had told me anyway that due to time constraints, I should start attending lectures tomorrow, and that I could rest as much as I wanted today. So even if I left the Academy grounds right now, there wouldn't be anyone to stop me.

The princess... well, she could pull rank with her status, but since she herself said she wouldn't abuse her power for personal matters, she probably couldn't follow me all the way here.

I headed straight to my dormitory, filled with the familiar scent of wood, and as soon as I arrived, I was greeted by the musty, humid air that I'd somewhat gotten used to by now. It smelled like something you'd only find in an old countryside village—old, but rather comforting.

Following the scent wafting from the corridor, I slowly walked toward my room. The piles of my belongings that had been stacked in the corridor until this morning were no longer visible.

Creeeeak—
As soon as I opened the door, Ella jumped out from inside to greet me. She welcomed me so enthusiastically that even her hair bounced around—just like an oversized dog.

"Young master, you need to eat something?"

Come to think of it, lunchtime had already passed, and although I didn't particularly feel hungry, I had been running for quite a while earlier, so it seemed like a good idea to replenish my energy.

Besides, though I shouldn't say it myself, Ella's cooking was quite delicious. Having worked as a maid in the mansion since she was young, her culinary skills were remarkably good, so even I, who often skipped meals, would readily eat her food.

My mother liked her cooking too, of course.

"If you wait just a moment, I'll prepare a meal for you."

"Looking forward to it."

"Yes!"

She ran off to the kitchen with a bright smile. Despite the time that had passed, she didn't seem to have changed at all from before. Always smiling cheerfully. Even her height hadn't changed much from before.

Though she would probably hate to hear me say this, I actually preferred her this way. Seeing her unchanging self allowed me to experience what others commonly referred to as a sense of stability for the first time.

Whoosh—
I could hear her starting to cook with all the utensils she had brought from somewhere, and within minutes, the room began to fill with the sound of something bubbling and a fragrant aroma.

"Young master, your meal is ready!!"

A stew filled with the fragrant scent of mushrooms—something I wouldn't have even glanced at if it had been placed before me in my previous life. But now, it was one of the dishes that made my mouth water.

Of course, her cooking skills were excellent, but I had also painfully learned that being picky about food was of no help in my current life. Above all, I didn't want to waste food prepared with such care.

Slurp—
As the warm stew went down my throat, the aroma of mushrooms filled my mouth. It was delicious and warm. Even though I wasn't good at cooking myself, I could roughly tell how much care had gone into her cooking.

"It's delicious."

"I'm glad!"

Ella smiled brightly as she served herself a portion. Since I had moved into this dormitory, we had always eaten at the same table. If other nobles saw this scene, they would undoubtedly mock me for sharing a table with a mere servant, but I had never once eaten at a different table from her.

Of course, at first, she adamantly refused this arrangement, but I wanted her to be at least a little comfortable during mealtimes, since we had grown up together. Unable to keep refusing my orders, she eventually gave in.

*This makes it sound like I did something wrong...*

"Oh, young master?!"

"Hmm?"

"By the way, a letter arrived for you while you were out..."

After saying this, she quickly ran to the back of the room and handed me an envelope that was completely black.

"A letter? For me?"

"Yes, they said it must be delivered to you personally..."

"I don't think I'm expecting any letters... Oh."

"Could it be from Lady Aria?"

"No, she wouldn't use this kind of seal."

"Then..."

"I need to go check."

"I... I want to come too!"

SLAM—

As soon as our conversation ended, the sound of the door being forcefully closed echoed through the room. In the now empty room, only the black envelope bearing Charlotte's seal fluttered in the breeze.

***

"I just need a moment!"

"Saintess, this time it really isn't possible..."

"It will truly only take a moment. Do you not trust me?"

"No, that's not it, but..."

Meanwhile, while everyone else in the world was enjoying the warm sunshine, the Holy Knights of the Order were having an absolutely miserable time with the ongoing commotion.

The recent incident at the banquet where the Saintess had escaped. Although the Saintess had returned safely, and the people who had taken her weren't villains, the Holy Knights assigned to her protection had never been so shocked in their lives.

Who was Tern, the one in charge of her protection? He was someone who had secured the position of Holy Knight Captain at quite a young age—a person with talent among his peers who also worked extremely diligently.

So when he rose to the position of Holy Knight Captain, not a single person mentioned his age or said he wasn't suitable for the role. Rather, they sincerely congratulated him.

"Hey, Tern. Let's go now."

"Yeah, it's mealtime... no food if we're late?"

"You guys go ahead, I'll come after practicing a bit more..."

"Goodness... you'll ruin your health that way."

"If I can get closer to Her by dedicating this body..."

His devotion and effort were unquestionably genuine among the Holy Knights. The Order was vaguely aware of this fact, which is why he, who should have faced severe punishment, received only a suspension rather than dismissal, thanks to his usual conduct and the Saintess's earnest plea.

*Though even a suspension would be quite a shock to him.*

In reality, it was just a suspension in name only—essentially the higher-ups' consideration for him to take a proper rest for once. But for someone as diligent as him by nature, even that single suspension would have come as quite a shock.

"So, I'm telling you, I really just need a tiny moment!!"

"...Saintess, you really shouldn't do this..."

But he wouldn't know how many Holy Knights were envying him right now. Just look at the recent events: the unprecedented situation where the Saintess disappeared in the middle of a banquet; searching almost every corner of the empire only to find that the Saintess had already returned to the Order; and recently, escorting the Saintess to the Reinhardt mansion only to find it half-destroyed.

Without a doubt, all these recent events would have felt more challenging to the Holy Knights than anything they had experienced before. And that was still the case now.

"Saintess, the Pope is currently..."

"...I already know he's inside, Sir."

"..."

Whatever she had seen at that mansion, as soon as the Saintess returned to the Order, she insisted on seeing the Pope, but His Holiness refused her request.

It would have been nice if either of them had backed down at this point, but unfortunately for the Holy Knights, despite their long-standing mutual respect, neither seemed willing to yield this time.

"Saintess, His Holiness said to come back later..."

"...And the reason?"

"He... he said he hasn't finished his work yet."

"I'm here to discuss something more important than work."

The Saintess was adamant about meeting the Pope today no matter what, showing a stubbornness she had rarely displayed before. In contrast, the Pope firmly refused a private audience with her, claiming he had too much work piled up today.

*Thanks to that, we're suffering.*

"Your Holiness, I know you can hear me!"

"S-Saintess, if you shout..."

"I'm here to ask about [Demonic Energy]!!"

"S-Saintess? What are you—"

Creeeeak—

At the Saintess's bold declaration, confusion spread across the faces of the Holy Knights guarding the Pope's office. Then the door, which had seemed so firmly closed that it would never open, began to creak open from the inside.

"...Please come in, Saintess."

"..."

"It seems you've discovered something."

As he let the Saintess into the room with those words, the Pope's face was filled with a bitterness that had never before been seen on his countenance.

Ch.168 - The Sudden Letter (2)
A black envelope and black stationery.

All letters sent from the Duchess Charlotte's family had this same characteristic.

So this meant the Charlotte family had sent this to me, but it seemed strange no matter how I thought about it.

There was no one left there who would call for me.

Aria, who had said she would stay there for a while, had a magical device to contact me separately, and Sino, who had followed me to my dormitory since this morning, was the same.

If she had something to say to me, she would have told me right away instead of suffering in silence.

So by process of elimination, the only person left would be Duke Charlotte...

But would he have any reason to summon me like this?

There must be some reason why he chose not to appear in person but instead had someone deliver this letter to me.

Ella said that the person who gave her the letter was definitely not Duke Charlotte, but there would be no reason for an outsider to carry a letter from the Charlotte family, so at least it was certain that person worked for the Charlotte family.

In the end, I didn't know what he wanted to say, but since he went to such lengths to summon me, I was willing to accept the invitation.

"Young master, just barging in like this is..."

"They called for us first, so there shouldn't be any problem."

As they say, strike while the iron is hot.

Ella and I headed straight to the Duke Charlotte's mansion and waited in front of the estate where we had been staying until recently for someone to come out.

Of course, we hadn't sent any notice or contact about coming to the mansion.

Since they had summoned someone without any warning, I thought they would forgive this small bit of mischief.

Besides, they probably already knew I was here. I could sense more than one or two presences watching me even now.

Perhaps someone would come out from inside to greet us soon.

Thump, thump—

And sure enough, proving my thoughts correct, the sound of an adult man's shoe heels echoed from inside the mansion door.

Not long after, a man appeared wearing what had become a familiar outfit to me—a black robe and a black mask. He slowly bowed his head toward me standing outside the door.

"Greetings, Baron Jenison."

"..."

"...It feels so weird hearing someone call the young master a baron, hehe..."

Ella scratched her cheek awkwardly, but actually hearing those words right in front of me was equally awkward for me too.

By now I should be getting used to this class system, but I still found it somewhat burdensome when people treated me as if I were some noble being.

"...If you felt uncomfortable with my manner of speech—"

"No, it's not that."

"I'm glad."

"...Did you know we were coming?"

"I only received separate contact from the family head."

Then his black robe fluttered, and suddenly the iron-clad door in front of us began to creak open.

Without anyone's hand touching it.

"Please come in. I've contacted the family head, so he will be here shortly."

"...He's not here?"

"I'm sorry, but that is correct."

...This person is truly unpredictable.

Summoning someone and then leaving for somewhere else.

For a moment, I thought it might not be a bad idea to just go back to my room, but although it wasn't that far away, going back and forth would be quite troublesome, and I was also concerned about the contents of the letter.

So I quietly entered the mansion.

Creeeeak—
As soon as Ella and I entered, the door closed by itself as if by magic, and the black cloak of the man standing in front of us fluttered once more.

Even though there wasn't a hint of wind.

"..."

"What's wrong, Baron?"

"...No, it's nothing."

"I'll guide you to a place where you can rest comfortably."

Was it just my imagination?

The sun was still high in the sky, yet somehow everything around us seemed to have grown much darker.

***

"Master."

"Hmm? What is it now?"

"Baron Jenison has visited the duke's mansion."

"Oh, so he received my letter?"

"It appears so, but..."

The man giving the report was dressed entirely in black, just like the man at the mansion earlier.

In front of him stood Charlotte, still continuously swinging his sword.

It was unclear how long he had been wielding the sword, but a considerable amount of sweat was flowing from his body, and his already aged physique had been screaming in protest for some time.

Slash—
Blood fountains invariably sprayed from wherever his sword danced, and the screams of magical beasts followed one after another.

"...Master, are you alright?"

"Hmm? This much is nothing."

"...I've been following you for a good ten years now."

"Has it been that long already? Haha, time flies."

"Your physical condition requires at least some rest..."

"..."

"...I apologize for overstepping."

"No, thank you for your concern."

He smiled and continued swinging his sword, and not long after, when the entire area was filled with the corpses of magical beasts, he finally put down his weapon.

Clang—

The blade that had cut through countless magical beast bones and flesh was already worn down to its limit, yet the sword's blade, still intact, reeked of monster flesh and the stench of blood.

"Master, may I ask why you suddenly insist on using a sword?"

But the hound was curious.

Why his master insisted on using a one-handed sword while fighting creatures comparable to mid-level magical beasts.

Why he suddenly used a one-handed sword instead of a dagger, and why he wasn't using magic.

Once again, though he thought it might be overstepping, he had to ask.

*Could something be wrong with the master's body since then?*

If something was wrong with the duke's body, they shouldn't be wasting time like this.

"..."

"Master, did something happen back then...!"

"No, it's not what you're thinking."

"...Pardon?"

"I just have some regrets, that's all."

"...Regrets, you say?"

But contrary to his concern, there was nothing wrong with Duke Charlotte's physical condition.

If mental state counts as part of physical condition, then perhaps there was a slight issue.

*What is this fool trying to do now, picking up the sword again after abandoning it claiming he had no talent for it?!*

"...That's right."

"Pardon?"

"No, it's nothing."

"..."

"Let's go now. That child must be waiting."

"Yes, I'll make preparations."

The two turned their backs on the corpses of the magical beasts.

Most magical beast corpses were made of magical energy and would disappear if left alone, and the bodies of animals that had become hosts to magical beasts could be buried later by sending people to do so.

"Master, how shall we handle this place now?"

"...Tsk, that's what I'm wondering too."

"..."

"If only fewer magical beasts had appeared, I could have used it for training."

"If that were the case, it would have been a great opportunity for practical experience."

"To think something like this would appear in the territory I manage... tsk."

"...What will you do?"

"It's a shame, but there's no choice. I can't risk people's lives for something like this."

"..."

"Besides, there don't seem to be any relics here..."

"Then..."

"Dispose of it. Leave no trace."

"I will obey your command."

"Ah, and if these appear again, report immediately."

"Yes, Master."

"...Of all times for a Gate to appear."

The black hole that had been spewing out magical beasts with a purple aura until just moments ago was closed by Charlotte's hand, and the space was now filled with black corpses.

But they didn't know. This was merely the beginning.

***

The Charlotte family mansion was still comfortable.

As expected of a duke's residence, the knights managing the estate, the secretaries, and even the servants doing menial tasks were all uniformly polite and friendly, showing endless kindness even to me, who was only staying for a very short time.

Well, probably because I was a guest invited by the duke, but seeing how well they treated not just me but Ella as well made me feel naturally pleased.

I had been feeling like I was only causing Ella trouble as she followed me around every day.

Besides, I hadn't been able to be with her recently either.

Though it might not be my place to say this given my appearance, children need to live with smiles on their faces.

*But when will the duke arrive—*

"Brother?"

"Hmm? Who... Aria?"

"Why are you here, brother? Just this morning you were at the Academy..."

"Duke Charlotte sent me a letter."

"..."

"...Aria? Why that expression..."

"Brother... what are you going to do?"
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"...What do you mean by choice? What are you—"

"...It seems my brother hasn't heard yet."

Aria's expression suddenly darkened considerably, and soon her head dropped toward the ground.

Her complexion had become almost indistinguishable from the color of her hair, and her eyes, which normally shone like beautiful rubies, were now overshadowed by such deep darkness that their original color was barely recognizable.

"Aria, what are you talking about?"

"..."

"Aria...!"

This was the second time. This kind of behavior from her.

She typically never revealed her true feelings, always swallowing her sorrows rather than expressing them.

Especially after she discovered what the Reinhardt Duke had done to me.

I knew. I knew she felt guilty about it.

How could I not know, seeing how she normally behaved?

That's why I knew she hated relying on me.

I understood that even depending on me was like a key that triggered her guilt.

That's why I deliberately avoided mentioning it.

But even so,

I couldn't bear to just watch my sister's face darken like that.

Absolutely not.

I thought I should at least hear what was troubling her.

"Aria..."

"...I'm sorry."

But as if refusing to allow even that, she turned her back to me and walked away.

Sorry, sorry.

She kept muttering meaningless apologies as she left.

***

While the Reinhardt mansion was half-destroyed, and members of the Order and the dukes were exchanging greetings,

Aria Reinhardt, the only woman in this mansion who wasn't a member of the Charlotte family, had a lot on her mind.

She needed to think about her brother, who had suddenly left for the Academy without her, and about her own future path.

She didn't want to return to the Reinhardt family mansion.

Her father, the Duke of Reinhardt, would certainly be furious if he found out, but she simply couldn't bear to live in that mansion anymore.

It had nothing to do with the servants or other people.

In fact, they had consistently shown concern for her when she kept skipping meals.

Even if their concern was related to her well-being as a family member, the fact remained that they cared about her, so she had no complaints about the household staff.

But her father, the Duke of Reinhardt, was a different story.

Her father, who once seemed so impressive and strong.

Aria had grown up watching his sturdy back since childhood, believing without doubt that he was the strongest and most admirable person in the empire.

She had always wanted to become as strong as him someday, to protect the family members and elevate the noble status of their house.

*Why did it turn out like this?*

Yes, that's how it had been until then, but now, the current Duke of Reinhardt...

She could no longer see him in a positive light.

Gone was that strong, upright figure of the past, replaced by a monster chasing only the illusion of family honor.

She wanted to grab anyone passing by and ask how he had changed so much.

People always change.

Having lived in the duke's household and endured all kinds of noble rivalry and intrigue, Aria knew this truth better than anyone,

But she never expected her own father to change like that.

Who would have known?

That his once dependable back would no longer inspire trust.

Her family, which had maintained an honorable status, turned out to be feeding on her brother's blood,

And his honorable sword, which had always slain monsters, had begun to turn toward other people.

Now she couldn't even call him a good father, not even as a polite lie.

*What should I do now? Where should I go—*

"Lady Aria?"

"Ah... hello, Lady Sino..."

"Hmm, there's no need to be so formal~"

It was then.

The young lady of the Charlotte family came looking for her.

With her beautiful pink hair swaying as always, and her usual relaxed expression,

She approached with quick, light steps.

"It's Aria, right? How about we drop the formalities?"

"Ah, I'm not sure if that would be..."

"Why not? You're my friend's sister!"

This girl who suddenly approached her and asked to speak casually,

Who treated her without any hesitation,

Made Aria feel somewhat foolish for having been so lost in her worries just moments ago.

After all, nothing would change just by worrying.

"Um... but why did you come looking for me so suddenly?"

"Oh, right! My father asked me to bring you!"

"Me...?"

"Is there anyone else named Aria in this mansion besides you?"

"Why would the Duke suddenly..."

"I don't know either? And didn't we agree to speak casually?"

"..."

"Well, you don't have to force yourself... but call me big sister later, okay?"

"Yes..."

"Father should be in his study now, so go there. See you!"

With her gently radiant smile,

She disappeared from before Aria in an instant.

Or more precisely, she sank into the floor.

Though there was no visible special space anywhere on the floor,

There was no other way to explain how she had vanished.

As if falling from mid-air to the ground,

Her body tilted forward and disappeared downward.

"...I really can't get used to that magic."

"Oh, my lady. Where are you going?"

"Ah, hello, Mrs. Bens..."

"Do you have somewhere to go?"

"No, the Duke asked to see me for a moment..."

***

After evading the caring and attentive servants of the mansion,

Aria finally managed to enter the Duke's study,

And at the same time, she was able to meet the Duke of Charlotte.

The Duke's study was... how should she put it?

It wasn't as luxurious as she had expected.

No, it fell far short of her expectations.

No matter how she looked at it, she couldn't possibly believe this was a duke's study.

*Even the desk looks a bit worn out?*

She could understand if the head of a ducal family was frugal, and that would make sense.

He might not want unnecessary expenditures.

But even so, couldn't he at least replace a desk that had scratches here and there and was worn and abraded?

That wasn't all.

The interior was plain rather than luxurious.

The furniture didn't look particularly high-end.

All these things were actually occupying space in a duke's study,

And there weren't even many decorations,

So much so that someone who didn't know better might have thought it was a count's or viscount's room.

"Haha, does this desk bother you?"

"Ah... no, I'm sorry if I seemed—"

Had she been staring too intently at the particularly worn-looking desk?

The Duke stroked the desk that she had been examining so carefully a few times and laughed heartily.

Though his expression showed no sign of anger,

Preparing for the possibility that he might be upset,

She bowed her head and apologized after some hesitation.

"No, I can understand why it might catch your attention."

"..."

The Duke paid no mind to her bowed head.

Rather, he defended her, saying it was fine.

"It's certainly an old piece for a family head's study."

"..."

"But do you know why I haven't thrown it away?"

"...I don't know."

"It's simple—because nothing else feels as familiar."

"...?"

Aria couldn't understand.

If it were some incredible treasure or a family heirloom passed down through generations, perhaps,

But this desk had no magical enhancements whatsoever.

It was just an ordinary wooden desk.

And yet, he hadn't replaced it simply because it felt familiar?

For someone born and raised in a duke's household like her, this was an incomprehensible situation.

"Haha, you look like you don't understand?"

"No... that's not it..."

"It's fine. It is old, after all."

"..."

"I've thought about replacing it many times..."

"..."

"But for some reason, I'm particularly reluctant to change this desk."

After hearing his words, she looked around and noticed that

The other furniture, wallpaper, and decorations,

Though somewhat plain,

Clearly showed signs of consistent care and maintenance.

From the dust-free wallpaper to the furniture so clean it gleamed.

The level of maintenance was almost inversely proportional to the value of the items.

"So I wondered, why am I keeping this?"

"..."

"I actually tried using different desks a few times..."

"..."

"But I always ended up switching back quickly."

"..."

"So I had to make a choice."

Between a desk befitting the honor of a ducal family head,

Or one that might look somewhat shabby but had become completely familiar to him.

"Back then, I chose the latter."

"I see..."

"Haha, you look like you don't understand why I'm suddenly telling you this."

"..."

"Young lady, you should learn to manage your expressions better."

"...Thank you for the advice."

"Well, anyway, the reason I'm telling you this story..."

"..."

"Is to give you a choice now."

"...What?"

"Think carefully, because once you decide, there's no going back."

And her response to those two choices was to ask for one more day,

An answer that was both an avoidance and a postponement of the choice.
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She delayed her answer.
No, she had no choice but to delay it.

The Duke's two options—

The moment she heard them,
her mind went completely blank,

and for an instant, she thought time had stopped.

She rushed out of the room
and began to run with quick steps.

Pitter-patter—

For someone who had been taught
proper noble lady's deportment
and dignified speech and behavior
from a very young age,

this was something she would never do,

but right now, she didn't have
the capacity to worry about such things.

"Oh my? Lady Aria, where are you—"

"Ah! Who... is it?"

Even when she encountered
several servants on her way
to her assigned room in the mansion,

she didn't stop.
She kept running without pause.

Even when her slightly long dress hem
caught on her feet and she almost fell,

even though her somewhat high heels
made running very uncomfortable,

she didn't stop until
she entered her room.

'There are traces of demons in House Reinhardt right now.'

What those traces meant was

that in some way, there had been contact with demons,

which ultimately meant
accepting demonic power.

Could they not have known?
These simple facts?

That was impossible.

Her father, Duke Reinhardt,
based on documented records alone,

had encountered demons
no small number of times,

and Aria herself had been educated
about the dangers of demons.

A man of a duke's standing
couldn't possibly be ignorant
of such matters.

That left only two possibilities:

Either this whole affair
was nothing but a baseless accusation,

or her family had truly
accepted demonic power.

The former possibility was extremely slim.

In her opinion,
Duke Charlotte didn't seem like
the type of person who would lie about this.

Of course, the rumors circulating
about him were nearly as bad as could be,

but at the very least, she didn't think poorly
of the person who had saved her and her brother.

If anything, she thought he was a good person.

Besides, even if he were that type of person,

if this were a lie,
the one who would suffer the most
would be none other than Duke Charlotte.

If what he said was a lie,

it would be tantamount to giving
House Reinhardt grounds to attack him.

The power of House Reinhardt was
quite substantial among the Four Great Houses,

and the moment all the families
under their influence turned against Charlotte,

all that risk would fall on him.

Moreover, if traces of demons were discovered,

the Church would also become involved...

No matter how she looked at it,
it was too dangerous a gamble
for Charlotte to lie about something like this.

Then what if—
though she hated to think about it—

what if the latter was true?

What if her family really
did have connections to demons?

She wanted to deny it immediately,

but the scene she had witnessed recently
began to circle in her mind.

'Come to think of it... Brother Allen too...'

What is a demonic human?
It refers to a human who has received demonic energy.

Then what is demonic energy?

It is the energy of demons.

Not long ago, her eldest brother, Allen...

had died as a demonic human.

And quite a powerful one at that.

Could this be a coincidence?
Could it really be a coincidence?

Though that was her first encounter with a demonic human,

Aria knew.

To become such a powerful demonic human,

one would need to receive energy
from at least a high-ranking demon.

The Saintess had been present at that place.

Someone who possessed the most holy power,
which was the natural enemy of all demons.

Yet he hadn't faltered at all,

which meant it was only possible with power
received from a high-ranking demon,
and among them, one positioned
near the very top of the hierarchy.

And now, traces of demons
had been found in her family...

At this point, it was harder
to dismiss it as coincidence.

'I'll give you one chance to choose, Lady Aria.'

Once more, Duke Charlotte's voice echoed in her ears.

She had returned to her room
and had been agonizing,
pulling at her hair.

'Will you abandon your family name
and plan for the future?'

'Or will you inherit the family name
and bear the sin of heresy?'

'The choice is yours alone.'

She hadn't chosen.
No, she couldn't choose.

Looking at her family's actions
and circumstances up until now,

anyone could see that willingly
abandoning the family name

would be the most efficient
and wise decision,

but that was merely the most rational judgment.

No matter how much she had
lost affection for her family,

no matter how disappointed
she was in Duke Reinhardt,

even if everyone else
abandoned the family and left.

For someone who had lived
her entire life as a Reinhardt,

being told to abandon that name

was more difficult and painful
than she had imagined.

'What would you do, brother...?'

***

"Excuse me... have you seen
a young lady pass by here?"

"What...? No, I haven't seen anyone like that..."

"Sigh... Do you know where Lady Aria's room is...?"

"Oh, if it's Lady Aria's room, go straight this way—"

She had run out before
our conversation was even finished,

and though I hurried after her,

as if she had used some kind of magic,

she was nowhere to be seen
despite clearly having been right by the door,

and even the servants working nearby
said they hadn't seen her,

so I had to grab any servant I could find
and ask for directions to her room,

and finally, I met a maid
who knew where her room was.

Goodness, the mansion was so vast
that people didn't even know where rooms were—

it really drove home the fact
that this was a duke's residence.

"—if you go that way,
her room is right in front."

"Thank you, then...!"

"Oh, but if you run like that...!"

I heard someone calling after me
as I started running again,

but every minute, every second was precious now.

The Duke would likely return soon,

and I didn't want to leave Aria alone like that.

The last expression I saw on her face bothered me too much.

Her pupils, reddened as if
she had been crying until just recently,

were still deeply etched in my mind,

and an inexplicable sense of anxiety
was pouring from her body like madness.

At the very least, once I saw that with my own eyes,

I had no intention of letting it go.

"If I go this way... is this it?"

Knock knock—
I knocked on the door a couple of times,

but the firmly closed, fortress-like door showed no signs of opening.

It would be rude to open a closed door and enter uninvited.

Especially in someone else's mansion.

However, I had no intention of backing down.

Rather, I felt I needed to open that door somehow.

Knock knock—
*Flinch*—

Each time I knocked on the door,
I could sense a slight presence from inside,

and her mana was also flowing from within.

Although its concentration was very faint
and I almost failed to notice it,

perhaps because of the magic she had used earlier,

the residual mana was overflowing
right in front of this door.

Knock knock—
...*Flinch*—

After knocking a couple more times,

once again, after a slight pause,
I could sense a presence,

and I took this as a fairly good sign.

It would have been truly difficult
if she had refused to talk at all.

The fact that she was responding
to my knocking, even if just a little,

meant that she herself was conflicted
about whether to open the door.

At least there was room for conversation.

Knock knock—

This time, as I knocked on the door,

I spoke first.

Before I could even sense her presence.

"Aria."

"...!"

The startled movement inside grew stronger.

Perhaps she hadn't expected me
to follow her so quickly?

The residual traces of her mana
still lingering in front of the door

began to shake violently,

and without waiting for her response,
I continued speaking.

"I don't know what you're worrying about."

"..."

"But I do have some advice to offer."

"..."

"Will you listen?"

No answer came.
No presence could be felt anymore.

So thinking I wouldn't get a response anyway,

I was about to continue speaking when,

Tap...

It was a very soft and small sound,

but I heard a knock from inside the door.

I thought this must be her own way of giving permission.

If not, she could have simply
ignored my words, letting them
go in one ear and out the other.

"...As I said, I don't know
what's making you worry so much."

"..."

"Still... I hope these words
will help with your decision."

"..."

"Choose what you want to do, Aria."

"..."

"Don't be bound by superficial things
like family or status."

"..."

"Don't consider connections
or other people's circumstances."

"..."

"Make a selfish choice.
Your life belongs only to you."

"..."

"Whatever choice you make,
I'll respect and support you."

"..."

"Even if everyone in the world
condemns your choice, I'll cheer you on."

"..."

"...I hope you make a choice
without regrets, Aria."
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To cut to the chase, Aria didn't come out of her room.

Actually, she might have by now, but at least while I was waiting outside her door, I didn't see her at all. So it would be correct to say she didn't come out.

A murky darkness rises from within my chest. Sticky emotions seem to spurt from every pore of my body. Yes, perhaps you could say I'm feeling dejected, though that might be putting it a bit mildly.

I return to the room I was in earlier and sit back in my place, lifting my head to stare at the solid ceiling. A pure white color, like an unblemished pearl, greets me, but my mind is still filled with dark colors, unable to accept that pristine whiteness.

Aria, my little sister. My irreplaceable family. Unlike me, she was always overflowing with talent, cherished by everyone in the family. Thinking about how she ended up like this because of me makes one part of my chest feel numb.

She should have been on a path to success. With her talent, she could have certainly entered the Magic Tower, and if she did well, she might have even become the Tower Master. Of course, that position was by no means easy to attain. The weight of the title "Tower Master" wasn't something you could shoulder through neighborhood marble games.

Still, she would have managed it. Within the protection of the Reinhardt family, one of the four great houses, receiving every possible support, if she had grown steadily, her eventually inheriting the title of Tower Master would have been no mere fantasy or dream. Countless mages would have followed her, and she would have lived a valuable life, dedicating herself to acquiring all the knowledge in this world.

But what about now? She exposed the truth at the Academy, saying she would definitely clear my false charges. Even though I didn't ask her to do it, the fact remains that she got caught up in my situation. Thanks to her, my fate improved a bit, but what about her?

Our father, Duke Reinhardt, confined her. It was essentially an action implying that he would no longer treat her as the family's prodigy. How must she have felt then? Knowing her father had abandoned her brother, and having to reveal her family and father's shame in front of everyone to make things right—how must she have felt?

*Knock knock*

While I was lost in thought, I heard someone knocking at the door. Probably someone with business for me. If it were a servant, they would have introduced themselves first and asked for permission to enter, so maybe it's the head butler of this mansion.

"You may come in."

"Actually, I'm already in!"

"...We meet again, Lady."

I don't know exactly when she entered, but as soon as I gave permission, Charlotte's voice and pink hair popped up from behind the chair I was sitting in. She must have risen quite quickly, as her hair was shaking vigorously. If this were a game, there would probably be a sound effect when she appeared—it was quite a dramatic entrance.

"Long time no see!... Well, I guess we just saw each other a little while ago?"

"Yes, that's right."

It would be a stretch to call the time between us "long" indeed. As she said, we had seen each other just this morning, to the point where I was concerned we might be seeing each other too often.

*Are noble ladies usually this free with their time?*

"You left so quickly after packing your things, but you had a reason to come back?"

"Duke Charlotte summoned me."

Her voice was somehow bouncy and energetic. It was the complete opposite of my currently sinking mood, so my comparatively quiet voice was inevitably drowned out by hers. Perhaps because of her experience in social circles, she seemed to notice my mood and tilted her head slightly.

"Really? Hmm... my father?"

"Yes, ah... by the way, Lady."

"Yes?"

"Did something happen to Aria?"

However, I wasn't in the mood for this atmosphere, so I tried to change the subject rather abruptly, probably noticeably so to her. Continuing this topic didn't seem likely to lead to any good conversation, so it seemed better to move on to what I was most curious about.

Besides, she was the daughter of Duke Charlotte. Given that Aria seemed to have had some issue with the Duke, she would likely know what had happened. Actually, perhaps because of her family business that valued information, there had been rumors at the Academy that she bought and sold information. If anyone would have information about this situation, it would be her.

"Hmm... I think I know, but..."

"Then please tell me...!"

"No, but... isn't that probably why my father called for you right now?"

"...?"

"Is there really any need for me to tell you?"

She said this while leisurely reclining in the chair opposite me, crossing her legs and giving a seductive smile. Honestly, it didn't particularly affect me, but it was the kind of smile that could certainly captivate most men.

"...What? Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's nothing. So when will the Duke be—"

*Creeak*—
Before I could finish speaking, the door opened once more, and simultaneously, the figure of the woman who had been in front of me vanished in an instant.

*No matter how I think about it, that seems like an incredibly useful magic... I wonder if I could learn it?*

I wasn't sure exactly how it worked, but from the effects I'd seen so far, it seemed well worth learning. It appeared to include both spatial movement and extra-dimensional functions...

Of course, learning it wouldn't be easy, and while I had almost no magical talent, perhaps Aria could learn it?

*Later, I should use that magic as a starting point to talk again—*

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

While I was thinking about how to get Aria, who had completely shut herself in her room, to come out, a voice suddenly reached me. I raised my head, which I had been hanging low, and saw another Charlotte sitting in the seat across from me where the previous Charlotte had been.

Like father, like daughter—crossing those long legs dramatically.

"Haha, you seem to have a lot on your mind these days?"

"...Pardon?"

"I called out to you several times, but you didn't respond once..."

"..."

"Was it not because of your worries?"

He chuckled pleasantly at my bewilderment. It was a joyful and innocent smile that made it hard to believe he was the master of the underworld, but since the owner of that smile was a middle-aged man, the scene gave me considerable cognitive dissonance.

*It seems like he deliberately concealed his presence.*

"Well, it's fine. I'm the one who called for you and arrived late, so I should accept this much."

"...I apologize."

Honestly, if someone asked what I was apologizing for, I wouldn't have been able to answer, but from my years of experience, I knew that taking a high-handed approach in this situation wouldn't be a good idea. So I decided to avoid upsetting him as much as possible.

After all, not only was there a difference in status between us, but I also personally felt grateful to him for saving both my and Aria's lives.

"No need to apologize, I'm the one who was late, so don't worry about it."

"..."

"Hmm, it seems neither of us has much time anyway?"

"..."

"As it happens, I suddenly had an urgent matter come up today."

"..."

"Originally, I was planning to have a more thorough conversation and explain things to you... tsk."

It was clear that he really did have an urgent matter, as his uniform, which would normally be spotless, showed signs of having been hastily dusted off. There was dirt and dust clinging to various parts, and his eyes revealed exhaustion.

Moreover, there was a slight smell of blood emanating from his body, making it certain that something had happened before he came to the mansion.

As soon as I detected the smell of blood, I instinctively frowned slightly, and the corners of his mouth, which had been carefully observing my brow, definitely turned upward a bit.

"Did you notice?"

"...I could use a Clean magic spell if you'd like..."

"No, that's fine. I don't particularly like that kind of magic."

"..."

"I'm becoming increasingly curious about your true identity."

"..."

"It's not easy to detect such a faint smell of blood."

"..."

"Well, never mind. Let me tell you why I called you here."

For me, who had been imagining all sorts of things to evade his question, his typically indifferent and uncaring personality toward others couldn't have been more welcome.

"Well... not right away, but..."

"...?"

"You'll need to go to the Royal Palace again sometime soon."

"...What?"

And at the same time, I truly resented that same indifferent personality that so casually dropped such bombshells on others.

Ch.172 - My Head Hurts
"What's with that expression? I thought you already expected this."

"No, how could I have expected..."

As I stood there in shock, he chuckled with amusement, watching my bewildered face.

With a smile like a child coloring on paper, he slowly rose from his seat.

Click, click—
The unusually loud sound of his heels echoed as he approached.

While I was momentarily distracted by the sound, somehow a rolled-up scroll had been placed in my right hand.

A paper bound with a thin red fabric—in this country, only one place was permitted to use red for letters and correspondence.

"...the Imperial Family?"

"Open it."

Even though I had received my title directly from the Emperor, the Imperial Family was the Imperial Family, and I was just me. And I was merely a baron.

I couldn't ignore a letter from the Imperial Family, and whatever was written in it, I had to obey.

With reverence, I slowly untied the binding.

Though it seemed excessive, I was afraid of damaging even the red string, so I untied it very carefully and cautiously, like undressing a lover on their first night together.

As soon as the string was removed, the tightly rolled paper unfurled, stretching like a person extending their limbs.

Finally, as the paper fully opened, what met my eyes were white and black—white being the paper, and black being the writing.

Despite the paper's considerable size, the text was densely packed in the center. The stark contrast made it almost difficult to take in at a glance, forcing me to read it word by word from the top.

"...What is this?"

"Oh? That's the most interesting expression you've shown all day."

It didn't take long for me to be completely shocked.

These small letters, barely larger than the tip of my finger, were more bewildering to me than anything else.

"What do you think of His Majesty's gift?"

"...I don't understand why His Majesty would entrust something like this to a young nobody like me..."

The characters written there represented an astronomical sum of money.

It was an amount far beyond what someone my age could ever handle—too excessive to be mere goodwill, and too generous to be considered a simple gift. It was almost frightening.

Typically, a commoner farmer earns about 3 gold per month. That's enough to avoid starvation anywhere. After working themselves to the bone, they spend about 2 gold on necessities, food ingredients, and living expenses—never exceeding 3 gold total.

Then there are the nobles who live off taxes extracted from their subjects. How much gold do they earn monthly?

Perhaps the virtuous and honest nobles understand their subjects' circumstances and collect appropriate taxes, even using leftover funds to give back to the people. Yes, they "might" do that.

Unfortunately, this isn't a place of dreams or fantasies.

Humans have always been born with the five desires and seven emotions. Between people, the seven emotions blossom, and the five desires take root.

The five desires—eyes, nose, ears, mouth, and body—all the cravings that can be satisfied through these senses combine to form the five desires.

In other words, normal humans can never escape from the pit of desire. That's the limitation, nature, and essence of being human.

Those who transcend these limitations and nature become virtuous people.

And sadly, in this world, there are more wicked people than virtuous ones.

There are far more nobles who raise taxes unreasonably to fill their own bellies and suck the lifeblood of their people than there are good nobles who collect minimal taxes and cover shortfalls from their own pockets.

Those greedy nobles earn nearly 300 gold per month—the equivalent of a hundred months' wages for ordinary people, all in a single month.

"What, is it too much?"

"...Yes, it's excessively generous."

And the amount written on this single sheet of paper was 500 gold.

The recipient was, absurdly, me.

It was excessive. Far too excessive.

This wasn't an amount to be casually given to a mere baron. With this much money, one could do almost anything.

If given to starving children in distant slums, it could buy enough bread to last a lifetime.

If donated to a poor village devastated by monster attacks, it could help them live more prosperously than before.

No matter how I looked at it, this wasn't an amount to be bestowed upon a single person, especially not a boy who wasn't even an adult yet.

They say too much generosity breeds suspicion.

If this had happened when I was starving for three days straight during a mission, I would have thought, "What? Someone's being too generous and I should be suspicious? I'll take it first and think later! What nonsense is that? Don't make me jealous with your full-belly talk!"

But now, it was quite effective on me. I still felt dazed looking at this unreal amount.

"Too generous? You still have much more coming."

But once again, the Duke casually dropped another bombshell on me with a smile.

There's more? Much more?

It was overwhelming. Insanely so.

I wanted to hear a reason, any reason.

"Why... so much money...?"

"Perhaps because His Majesty thinks you're worth that much."

"...'you'?"

For a moment, I felt strange at his use of the informal address, as the Duke had never once referred to me as "you" before. But I quickly regained my composure.

I had never particularly cared about forms of address anyway, and I didn't want to focus on that now.

"...Is that really all there is to it?"

"...It seems you don't understand the magnitude of what you've done."

"...?"

Because I prevented unknown assailants from attacking the Great Forest, the treaty with the Great Forest would be adjusted but not completely abandoned, and I had saved the lives of the knights sent there.

Moreover, the fact that I was the boy the "Elf Queen" had her eye on.

Since I had been expelled from my family, it would be difficult to return, and according to rumors, my personality wasn't particularly difficult.

Additionally, my personal combat ability exceeded that of a Knight Commander.

"Do you think there's anyone more suitable to draw into the Imperial faction?"

"..."

"Well... honestly, I was quite suspicious of you."

"..."

"But from what I've observed, I've determined you're not a threat to the Imperial Family."

"..."

"That's primarily why you've been summoned to the palace this time."

If that was the reason, I certainly couldn't disagree.

It seemed the current Emperor wanted to make me part of the Imperial faction by any means necessary.

It's a bit awkward to say this about myself, but I currently had quite a good reputation.

If I were to join forces with another noble family or serve under them, the Imperial faction would relatively diminish in power.

I was like a grape too precious to give away—a grape that looked delicious enough to make one's mouth water. They might not have considered how sour it might be inside. After all, appearances are what matter.

"Though I don't intend to be a sour grape anyway..."

"What's wrong? Is there still something you don't understand?"

"Even so, isn't this too much money...?"

"It'll be fine."

"...?"

"Soon the four wolves will be reduced to three."

"...What?"

"If you completely dismantle that wolf and sell it, you could probably cover that amount."

"...?"

"Well, you don't need to know about that yet... let's go."

Click—
His heel sound echoed once more as he slowly walked toward the door.

I remained seated, continuing to stare at his back. There were too many things to think about before I could get up.

"I'll send someone soon to inform you of the date to visit the Royal Palace."

"...Yes, understood."

"And please tell your sister to think carefully."

"...?! Wait, Duke... what do you—"

Swoosh—

Before I could finish speaking, he opened the door with a creak and left, leaving nothing behind.

Well, to be precise, a slight shadow remained, but that too soon disappeared.

So it would be correct to say there was nothing left.

"What is it that Aria needs to think carefully about?"

The painful conversation had ended, but my head was still filled with too many troublesome thoughts.

***

"...What will you do?"

"..."

"I won't do anything particular even if you don't help me."

"..."

"Well, I might not be able to guarantee your life."

"...I'll do it, damn it! I'll follow you, Duke...!"

Ch.173 - Machinations Behind The Scenes
After he disappeared like that,

I also did my best to search
around the mansion for the Duke
who had left after saying such meaningful words,

but whether he had gone outside the mansion entirely,

there wasn't even the slightest
trace of him to be found.

Of course, leaving minimal traces
might be the most basic principle,

but he seemed to take it to an extreme.

Even in my former life,
leaving some traces in lodgings
or rest areas was unavoidable.

Yet I couldn't find a single trace of him
even in the place where he always
ate, slept, and lived.

Well, I suppose I also erased
all my traces whenever I left my quarters,

so considering his abilities,
it's not that surprising...

*How unfair.*

What I used to hate most
was having to erase my traces,

yet he can do it with just a single spell.

No matter how I think about it,
it's an unreasonably convenient magic.

The ability to move freely anywhere,

and the person using this magic is an assassin.

It seemed pointless to keep
searching for his traces,

so I decided not to waste my energy.

"I should find Ella and go back."

Of course, I was equally worried about Aria,

but just earlier, while searching
for traces of the Duke,

I went to the door of her room

and found it still firmly closed.

Judging by the dust accumulated
in front of the door,

it seemed she hadn't even come out of the room.

I could have forced my way in if I wanted to,

but as someone who has lived
a relatively long life,
let me tell you one thing:

For someone who has shut themselves in a room like that,

sometimes leaving them alone until
they resolve their own concerns is one approach.

It's fine to visit occasionally
and keep them company,

but if you try to forcibly
solve their problems,

it often ends up making things worse.

Besides, considering she's only 16 years old now,

leaving her alone might be the better approach.

In my experience, what annoyed me most
during puberty was

people who talked nonsense
without understanding anything.

Fortunately, Duke Charlotte didn't
seem like someone who would
stop me from coming here,

so I plan to visit occasionally and
keep her company until she comes out.

And offer some counseling if I can.

Of course, if she were to share
her concerns with me first,

nothing would be better than that,

but despite standing in front of
her room for about 10 minutes,

she didn't say anything to me or move at all,

so it didn't seem like she would
talk easily anytime soon.

*Should I send Ella later to talk to her?*

Rather than her brother with whom
she had a bad relationship,

wouldn't it be better for her to
talk with a girl her own age
who she had a decent relationship with?

Of course, I feel a bit uncomfortable
entrusting Aria to someone else,

but if I had to say, Ella was now
too close to be considered an outsider,

and since those two already knew each other, it should be fine.

*Then... what's left is this...*

Having decided to delegate that task to Ella,

I lowered my head and slowly
unfolded the scroll paper
that was still carefully wrapped in my right hand.

The amount still felt unreal: 500 gold.

Money that others would have to
work about two months for
under the scorching sun, sweating profusely,

was now in my grasp.

And in the form of a mere piece of paper.

How long would it take to save up this much?

Of course, I had rarely worried about money
thanks to the scrolls I supplied to the Magic Tower,

but to maintain the value of the items,
I had to limit the supply,

so the incoming money was just adequate,

and since I hadn't even been able
to stay in the Empire recently,

I didn't have that much money on hand right now.

"With this, I won't have to worry about
Academy tuition until graduation."

And not just tuition.

I could indulge in all kinds of
luxuries in my personal life.

With this amount, I could even
go outside the Academy

and build a house on a prime piece of land.

It was truly what people call a windfall.

And I had already decided how to use this money.

"Should I make my skeletal structure
with magic stones instead of bones?"

Of course, I couldn't avoid getting
a tremendous scolding from Ella when she heard this.

***

Living by the sword means, to put it nicely,
living only for the sword,

or to put it harshly, living as a sword-for-hire.

"Blade-carrier" is a colloquial term for
those of poor character who take up the sword.

Most blade-carriers live in the slums

because they are "blade-carriers,"
not "knights" or "swordsmen."

Those with criminal records cannot become knights,

and those who couldn't become knights
or have the potential to commit crimes

aren't recognized as swordsmen among
mercenaries or adventurers where trust is vital,

so they end up in the slums.

At least there, no one points fingers
at them for being criminals.

Rather, they are revered for being relatively stronger.

Aside from the significantly lower quality of life,

they had no reason not to go to the slums,

"Hey... are my words funny to you?"

"N-no, boss...!!"

Today too, the blade-carriers were
ruling like kings in the slums.

"Damn it, why can't you find
even one proper target, huh?!"

"W-well, that's..."

"Why do you keep saying 'well, well'?
Do you want to get beaten by our Geundwe?"

"No!! Please forgive me...!!"

Cameleon, a wanted criminal who had
stabbed and killed three civilians in the Empire.

He was once a somewhat well-known knight aspirant.

Despite being a commoner rather
than from a noble family,

whether it was swordsmanship or physical strength,

he was clearly superior to others,
though it wasn't something to boast about,

so perhaps it was natural that he became known.

His friends called him the future knight commander,

and his parents were very proud of their only son.

Yes, if it hadn't been for that incident.

*Huh?*

*Isn't there anyone else?*

*W-wait, what is this...!!*

*Someone like you just doesn't satisfy me at all.*

He was ignored.
Completely.

It was probably the first time he had lost to a peer.

And likewise, it was the first time.

To be ignored by others.

*Well... I guess I can't beat Allen after all.*

*Of course, how dare a commoner aspire so high.*

*Knight commander? What a joke.*

That day, Cameleon went to a tavern
and drank heavily.

So much that it made onlookers frown.

One bottle, two bottles, and by the time
he had emptied more than four bottles,

Cameleon approached the people sitting
quietly around him,

stabbed them all to death, and fled.

The reason was simply that they were laughing.

Because their laughter seemed to mock him.

He said he just couldn't bear it.

That he was wronged, that it was beyond his control.

Even now, years after that incident,

he still thought so.

*Damn... I managed to escape from the guards, but...*

"Heh... hehehe, boss... are you in a bad mood again... ack!"

*Are there only such losers in this place?!*

No matter how many times he smashed
the face of thug #1 against the wall,

Cameleon's anger wouldn't subside.

Was it so difficult to find someone
who looked wealthy and well-dressed
and tell him about it?

Of course, since this was the slums,

it might have been difficult to find such a person,

*So what? When your superior says jump,
you're supposed to ask how high, right?*

Unfortunately, he was rotten to the core.

It was bad enough that he, once a promising talent,

had ended up in a place like this for such a shitty reason.

When he thought these guys were disrespecting him too,

he couldn't tolerate it anymore.

"Hey."

"Y-yes?!"

"I'll look around myself... and if I find someone, you're dead."

Leaving behind the thugs whose souls had
been sucked out by his faint killing intent,

he pulled his cloak down low

and began searching through the slums,

and today, as always, the familiar scene unfolded.

Beggar children and blind peddlers.

A few beggars carrying their elderly mothers on their backs.

A girl in dirty clothes running around
shouting "Buy flowers~" was particularly pitiful.

"Tsk, is there really no one...?"

But no matter how much he searched,
he couldn't find anyone suspicious
who seemed to be hiding something,

or anyone who looked wealthy,

just when he thought those thugs were lucky today,

a very suspicious man caught his eye.

*Haha, such a conspicuous fine sword in a place like this...?*

Though he had somehow borrowed clothes from the slums,

far from looking wealthy, he exuded poverty,

but he couldn't hide the high-quality
sword attached to his waist,

as soon as he assessed the situation,
Cameleon immediately followed the man.

The street was very crowded,

but fortunately, because the man was so tall,

he was able to keep track of him without losing him,

and finally, the man entered a narrow, dark alley.

*Hehehe... damn, first I'll rob this guy...*

"..."

*If things go well, I might even
smuggle myself to another country...!*

"...A fly, is it."

"...Ack?!"

"...No, worse than a fly."

It happened in an instant.

The head of Cameleon, who had been
giggling and imagining his happy future just moments ago,

fell off with a thud.

*D-damn... it's... Reinhardt... again...*

And before his eyes closed completely,

the last thing he saw was

the face of a middle-aged man

who looked exactly like the peer
who had defeated him.

"Tsk, I need to find the laboratory quickly... how filthy."

Ch.174 - A Rather Quiet Night
Abandoning one's family.
What would that feel like?

Most people don't know that sensation.

Unless you were born into a family
that's slightly off in some way.

Or if you're someone with
a properly functioning mind,

Almost everyone worries about
their family abandoning them,

Not about abandoning their family.

Well, some might say you could do it if you're thoroughly disgusted with your family,

But the advantages that come with
having a family are greater than they think.

It serves as a background that takes
responsibility for your actions

While lending authority to your every word.

Moreover, if that family is
of baronial rank or higher,

The accompanying wealth and
assets would be considerable.

Unless you're insane,
no one would refuse these things

And foolishly declare, "I'll overcome this world alone!"

However, very occasionally,

Those with abnormal minds and
incomprehensible thought processes

Sometimes cause such runaway incidents.

But even those are now considered
embarrassing past episodes among them...

There's no need to further explain
how meaningless these actions are.

So what choice should she make now?

Still quietly wrapped up in her blanket
inside her room,

Aria Reinhardt lowered her head with a sigh.

"Soon the imperial family will
take separate measures..."

"I can't understand how you feel,
but I'll give you some time to think."

"In return, I'd like you to
decide as quickly as possible."

Thump, thump

Each time his words replayed in her mind,

Her heart pounded wildly.

Abandoning her family.
Abandoning the foundation she was raised on.

Abandoning the people who greeted her
each morning and attended to her needs.

Abandoning what was once so honorable

Abandoning the background that had
provided her with all kinds of support.

And now it was time to
abandon her father.

Her father had imprisoned her.

He confined her to the mansion to
prevent the truth from coming out

And had his daughter kidnapped
because he feared the truth being revealed.

Since the man who was her father had already abandoned her,

She was merely abandoning him in return.

Yes, that's all it was...

Yet strangely enough, even to herself,

She couldn't make that
one decisive choice.

Because she remembered that rough hand
that used to pat her head,

Because she remembered that deep,
heavy voice that called her name,

Because of the blood ties she
still couldn't completely sever,

She still couldn't end her deliberation.

"I... the family..."

If she turned her back on her family
and abandoned her surname now...

It was obvious that not only the
servants who had followed her,

But also the family's knights
would be abandoned.

And that wasn't all.

The Reinhardt ducal family had been
known as a family of knights,

One that had produced
numerous knights.

What if word spread that this family had made deals with demons?

Wouldn't that cause considerable
harm to the knights from her family?

If so, where would their resentment be directed?

"What... what should I do..."

Knock knock—

As she was falling into confusion amid
increasingly bleak visions of the future,

A light knocking sound
echoed through the room.

"Who...?"

"M-Miss, it's me, Ella...!"

"Ella...? Why are you—"

"Miss, the young master isn't
with me right now, heave-ho!"

The sound of something jumping up.

With that, Aria's door was
knocked on more forcefully than before.

"So please open the door...!"

"...I'm sorry Ella, go back..."

No matter how much she had faced
this servant countless times before,

Or rather, precisely because she was a servant,
Aria didn't want to show her current state,

So she tried to politely refuse her visit,

But once again, her words
didn't reach their complete form.

"..."

"Ah, thank you... Miss!"

And by the time she regained her senses,

Her hand was already
pulling the door handle.

"W-wait, this isn't—"

Swoosh—

Having instantly assessed the situation,

She tried to immediately send Ella,
who had slipped into her room, back out,

But the girl was already
starting to open the curtains wide.

As the purple curtains made of
the finest fabric

Swept across the curtain rod with a swoosh,

Despite it being evening,

Sunlight that still lingered near
the horizon entered the room.

It was truly a warm light,

But Aria frowned at it.

Having been in a dark room with
the curtains drawn until just now,

She couldn't bear how bright it was.

"Um... Miss?"

"...?"

"N-no, do you perhaps
have something troubling you?"

"...Troubling me?"

"Yes... the young master
definitely said so..."

Perhaps because of her furrowed brow,

Aria's voice came out sharper
than before,

And that greatly contributed to

Making Ella, still just a servant,
shrink her body.

Like prey before a predator,

If others saw this scene,

They would likely call it a rabbit
before a lion, such was the
serious disparity and awkwardness between them.

"...Do you want to hear about it?"

But honesty always

Blossoms from such disparity and awkwardness.

Just like how starting with "This isn't about me, but a friend..."

Makes one's own troubles flow out easily.

"Yes, I want to hear!"

"...Come here, let's sit and talk."

Well, in Aria's case,

Ella was also a member of the
Reinhardt family after all,

And someone who knew the
internal circumstances to some extent,

So she could speak without reservation.

"...You know, after my brother was injured last time—"

And so the day in the room
began to flow by in an instant.

***

After asking Ella to take care of Aria,

I left Charlotte's mansion right away.

With such a large sum of money in my hand,

I didn't think I could concentrate
on anything I might do.

I quickly made my way to my dormitory

And promptly created a safe.

Made from quite sturdy metals,

And after applying plenty of magical effects,

Only then did I feel somewhat relieved,

And soon realized that
evening was approaching.

"...She's not coming back. I hope nothing's wrong."

And the fact that Ella, who would
normally have returned by now,

Was still not by my side.

"..."

The sun was setting beyond the horizon,

And the sky was turning a beautiful navy blue.

A signal that night was deepening.

And yet, Ella still hadn't returned.

Actually, Ella is now at an age where
she could be considered almost grown up,

So I wondered if I really needed to worry...

But it never hurts to be careful,

And there are so many crazy
people in the world.

This level of concern seemed reasonable.

And her appearance was so
refined that it needed no praise.

Since she followed me to
the Academy dormitory,

Several noble young men captivated
by her appearance

Had even asked me to
hand over that servant to them.

Of course, they seemed to have some pride,

So they asked in writing rather than in person.

Anyway, I rejected all such requests,

And after I became a baron,
such letters stopped coming,

"...Ella, are you alright?"

"No... even today, strangers kept
asking me things..."

Having seen how much she struggled because of this,

I couldn't help but worry about her.

"I don't know if she'll accept, but
I should contact Aria..."

Ding—

"...?"

That's when it happened.

The crystal ball I had carelessly left
on my desk because I was too lazy to put it away

Started glowing blue.

These words were clearly written on the crystal ball:

[Brother, Ella is sleeping now.]

"..."

It was such a short, simple, and concise answer
that it made all my worrying seem foolish.

"...It seems your mood has
improved a bit too, that's good..."

Relieved that Ella was safe,

I was also glad that Aria's
troubles seemed somewhat resolved,

So I entered a simple reply into the crystal ball

And then turned away.

I wrote that I understood and to take good care of Ella,

Making no mention whatsoever
of Aria's concerns,

And if anything, I left only a
simple word of encouragement,

Hoping her troubles would be well resolved.

"Aria will handle it well on her own..."

She's practically an adult now,

So I can't meddle in her life forever.

Now I just hope she doesn't go astray.

Having spent an exhausting day,

My body was already completely tired,

And as soon as I lay down on the bed, I fell asleep.

So deeply that I didn't even notice Ella's absence.

It was quite a peaceful night.

Ch.175 - A Rather Noisy Day
Trudge, trudge—
The sound of my weary footsteps echoes around me

In the Academy grounds
My faint footprints remain where I've walked.

"Um..."

"..."

"Are you... angry?"

Still not tired apparently,
She follows closely behind me,

The headache is mine,
And yet

With those pitiful eyes, she looks like an abandoned puppy.

No, more precisely, a puppy about to be abandoned.

If she'd been completely abandoned,
She wouldn't need to be so cautious.

She doesn't need to be
Watching me so carefully anyway.

That's not her position.

"...So I just assumed we'd be working together
And told the professor we'd be partners..."

"I see..."

"..."

"I'm... sorry, I misunderstood..."

"...It's fine, don't worry about it."

"No... ugh, it's just..."

Suddenly being forced to work with her on this project

Was certainly annoying,
That much was true,

But her constantly watching me
Was quite burdensome too

And if I'm being honest,
I was the one who first tried
To push this work onto her,

So I reluctantly decided
To just quietly accept it, but...

Since then, she's been following me around
Constantly watching my reactions

Which has been
More than a little uncomfortable.

No matter how many times
I tell her it's fine,

She just won't listen,

And it seems like she'll
Keep following me around
Until she does something for me in return.

What am I talking about?

Even though she currently
Feels somewhat guilty toward me,

Let me remind those who might forget her status:

She is a duke's daughter.

One of the extremely few ducal families
In this vast empire.

And among those ducal families,

She is the eldest daughter of
The Renuel Duchy, one of the
Most prominent ducal houses in the empire.

No matter how much my reputation
Has improved recently

And how my fame has risen
Compared to my peers,

Compared to her prestige,
Mine is barely worth mentioning.

In other words:

"Um... well..."

"Oh my, is that Lord Jenison... with Lady Isabella?"

"I wonder what happened between them...?"

"Doesn't it seem like... the lady is being cautious around him?"

"Come on... there's no way a duke's daughter would act like that..."

No matter where I go
In the Academy,

There's no way for me
To escape these rumors.

Eyes and ears were everywhere,

So no matter where I went
In the Academy,

I had no choice but to endure
These scandalous whispers.

"Excuse me, Lord Jenison, I'm hosting
A small social gathering and..."

"Our young master would like
To meet with Baron Jenison briefly—"

"Oh, Lady Isabella~ Do you have a moment..."

And that wasn't all.

News that I, who had recently
Become quite famous,

And she, who was already famous
As a daughter of one of the Four Great Houses,

Were together in one place spread quickly,

And the pack of wolves rushing toward us wouldn't leave us alone.

Surrounded by the constantly
Growing crowd,

Having to respond to
Each of their comments,

My precious time
Quickly slipped away

Until finally one of the Academy
Professors came by

And we were barely able
To escape from the crowd.

"Phew... why are there suddenly so many people..."

"...This is a problem."

"What? What did you just say...?"

"It's... nothing."

"Oh... I see..."

As soon as I finished speaking, she started cautiously watching me again.

At this point, I was tempted
To ask her why she was acting this way.

A duke's daughter of the empire,
Who could have anything she wanted,

Surely wouldn't want anything
From a mere baron like me.

Besides, even though I was her former fiancé,

The relationship between us
Could hardly be called good,

And I could guess why
She was approaching me like this.

Her approach was too clumsy
For someone with ulterior motives,

And it was completely opposite
From her previously cold attitude,

Which is partly why I had
Been avoiding conversation until now...

But it seemed like I needed
To have a proper conversation with her now.

This awkward relationship
Was becoming uncomfortable,

And I had no desire to be
Surrounded by crowds again.

"Excuse me... my lady."

"Yes? I didn't do anything this time..."

"No, that's not why I..."

"Then...?"

"...May I ask why you've been
Speaking so formally to me lately?"

I needed to start with this.

I couldn't just bluntly tell
A duke's daughter of this country
To stop following me because it was bothersome.

Perhaps I could gradually shift
The topic during our conversation,

But even though I had become
An independent noble,

That would still be extremely rude.

"..."

"My lady?"

"I'm still a duke's daughter, so..."

"..."

It was a seemingly
Reasonable answer,

But I responded with an expression
That showed I didn't believe it at all.

No matter how I thought about it,
That reason alone wouldn't be enough
For a duke's daughter to speak formally to a mere baron.

Even if that baron was
Somewhat special,

A duke's daughter had no reason
To use honorifics with a baron.

Especially one from the Four Great Houses.

"Oh, if it's been uncomfortable..."

"...It's fine, do as you please."

"Ah, then..."

"And also."

"...?"

"I'm really fine now,
So you don't need to
Keep following me anymore..."

"Jenison."

Just when I thought I had
Successfully changed the subject,

A voice interrupted me.

A voice that was clearly familiar to me.

"..."

"It's been a while, my friend."

"..."

"Why so silent? Is my presence here so surprising?"

"..."

"...I don't understand why you're looking at me like that this time either."

Silvia, an elf of noble forest lineage, was right beside me.

...What about the village?





***





Two men engaged in an intense conversation in the darkness.

"...So, you're saying you can't do it?"

"N-no, this is impossible for anyone in the world... GACK!!"

"...Tsk, I've wasted my time."

Or perhaps now just one man.

The neck of the other man, who had been
Perfectly alive just moments ago,

Had fallen off like an autumn leaf
Before winter's arrival.

As sticky blood dripped down the blade,

The shadow who had been conversing
With the now-cold corpse

Didn't even bother to hide the body,

But casually shook his sword a few times

Before stepping back into the light.

The man's appearance was now fully visible.

But something about his
Appearance seemed unnatural—

One of his sleeves hung
Limply at his side.

As if he were missing an arm.

"...The only place left is that slum..."

The man began walking casually.

It was hard to believe these were the footsteps
Of someone who had just killed a person,

So completely devoid of hesitation or fear.

And so, leaving behind the body he had slain with a single stroke,

Once again avoiding people's eyes,

He made his way toward the area
Where only the poor and sick gathered in the empire,

Commonly known as the slums.

As soon as he entered that street,

The man immediately frowned

Because people fitting the name "slum"
Were chaotically filling the streets.

The filthy clothes and skin of the people were to be expected,

And the strange odors wafting
From the streets

Were more than enough reason
For the man to frown again.

Even he was extremely reluctant
To walk into such a place of his own accord, but...

Given the circumstances, he had no other choice.

However, his tribulations weren't limited to the slum entrance.

Every time children selling flowers
Grabbed at his cloak,

He had to be careful not to grind his teeth,

And he also had to endure
The flirtatious advances of heavily made-up women

Who seemed to be looking for
A big score in these slums.

He wanted nothing more than to draw his sword,

But as someone who couldn't
Freely draw his weapon right now,

He had no choice but to
Endure and continue walking through the slum streets

Until he finally found
The house of the man he was looking for.

Of course, when some man
Pointed a knife at him along the way,

He took the opportunity to vent his frustrations

By slicing off the man's head with a single stroke.

After clearing his throat a few times,

He pushed open the creaking, worn-out door and entered.

As expected, the floor and walls were already a mess.

The only thing shining among them was

Not the white light of a lamp,

But the refreshing blue light of mana,
Brighter than anything else.

"Come out, I'm here on business."

"Oh my, then I must come out!!"

Crash, bang—

As soon as the man finished speaking,

Another man came running urgently,
Nearly demolishing the study at the back of the building.

His yellowish-brown hair was completely disheveled,

And the dark circles under his eyes
Were so deep they seemed permanent,

Making it clear he had been researching
For days without sleep,

Which actually gave the first man
A sense of confidence in him.

"Hehehe, what brings the Duke here..."

"Stop snickering,
I'm here on important business."

"...What is it that makes you so scary?"

As soon as those words ended,
The man abruptly flapped his empty sleeve.

The same sleeve that had been
Hanging limply earlier.

"Make me an arm, right now."

His voice was quite calm,
But anyone who knew him well would understand.

He was currently in a
Very angry state.

Ch.176 - Catfight
"...Excuse me."

"Is there a problem, old man with the crazy eyes?"

"...Call me crazy eyes or whatever you want, my lord, but..."

Crazy eyes, a nickname that literally means "mad eyes."

In truth, this nickname is somewhat disrespectful to give to a person.

The character for "mad" (狂) is attached to it—a character that's unsettling just by its existence.

Of course, everyone knows this fact, and normally no one would ever use this character in a nickname.

But Duke Reinhardt thought it was perfectly appropriate to use the character "mad" (狂) for the old man standing before him.

"Suddenly barging into someone else's home without any explanation..."

"So, do you have a complaint?"

"...Sigh, at least explain yourself first..."

Of course, that included the attack on the old man.

To others, it would certainly seem like excessive treatment, but if they heard this old man's name, those who voiced such opinions would somehow all disappear.

Crazy Eyes, Siremu.

The name of the old man standing before him now, who was once one of the imperial magical artifact managers.

His mysterious eyes could figure out how to repair any magical artifact, and his extensive knowledge was said to rival the collection of the Central Library.

Although he was now a criminal of the empire, wanted throughout the country because of "that incident,"

He had been discovered recently in the Reinhardt family's territory, and the current duke had taken him in and tucked him away in this slum.

Since then, under the pretense of protection from the imperial family, he had been developing and improving magical artifacts for the Reinhardt family.

Naturally, he had also created magical artifacts for the duke's personal requests during that time, and he thought this visit would be for something similar.

That is, until the duke suddenly extended his sleeve without warning.

"I fought, gave up my arm to escape, and now I need a new arm."

"Oh? You lost?"

"I was at a numerical disadvantage, but I suppose you could say I lost."

*Hmph, what a sight... a man who never loses anywhere, losing an arm... what an unsightly expression.*

Just look at that face.

Despite having lost his arm, there was no desire for revenge, not a hint of emotion on that stone-like face.

In some ways, it could be seen as the beautiful mindset of accepting defeat, but the Duke Reinhardt he knew was absolutely not that kind of person.

He simply had no attachment whatsoever to his arm.

For reasons unknown, from the first time they met, he seemed like someone who cared about nothing except his family.

To the point where Siremu thought he was more suited to be called a madman than himself.

*Surely this fellow treats his family the same way. His home life must be falling apart...* he was thinking, when a thought struck Siremu like lightning:

*...This guy, though I don't particularly like him, is among the top three strongest people I've ever seen in terms of raw power...*

And yet now he was clearly missing an arm.

Even someone like himself, who had lived for a long time and was considered quite powerful, thought so.

"So... you're saying you came to me to get an arm attached?"

"Yes, what else would it be?"

"...I'm sorry, but isn't that something you should ask the priests of the church about?"

Yes, this part was also absurd.

He could understand that the duke was injured. Despite being superhuman, he was still human after all.

Perhaps numerous powerful individuals had rushed at him, or some unknown reclusive master had tried to kill him.

However, what he couldn't understand was why someone with such a serious injury would come to him, who had only ever dealt with magical artifacts his entire life.

Surely a lifelong swordsman wouldn't give up his hand—

"I came to get a prosthetic arm, of course. Isn't that obvious?"

"PFFT!!"

Caught completely off guard by the unexpected statement, the liquid Siremu had been drinking to wet his throat sprayed out of his mouth, directly into Duke Reinhardt's face.

"..."

"S-sorry, I was just so surprised..."

"..."

"N-no, how could I not be surprised? You've been wielding a sword all this time, and now you're asking for a new arm?!"

If it were anyone else, it might be understandable, but he was a swordsman.

A swordsman whose everything was accomplished through his fingertips.

And now he was suddenly giving up his hand?

Looking at the wound, it seemed he hadn't received any treatment yet.

There were countless swordsmen who would rather give up the sword than entrust it to steel fingertips instead of their own skin.

Yet now he was speaking as if he didn't care about such things at all.

"It doesn't matter, if I can become stronger with a prosthetic."

"No, that's easier said than done... normally just adapting takes—"

"I can do it. I've done it before."

"..."

"So all you need to do is make a prosthetic for me."

Before I report your location to the imperial family.

Of course, the current Duke Reinhardt would also be in a difficult position if imperial troops were called, but Siremu, who had been stuck in the slums only handling magical artifacts, wouldn't know that.

"...Fine, do you have any specific functions you want?"

"If there's a function that prevents the opponent from using magic, I want that."

"...Then I suppose a basic dispel function would work... alright, you can go now."

"I'll stay here so I can take it as soon as it's completed."

"...Couldn't I just contact you as usual when it's ready?"

"It's my decision. Just get started."

Momentarily struck by the killing intent dispersed in the air, Siremu sighed deeply and said he understood before heading into the inner room.

Duke Reinhardt slowly followed him, and soon the old door closed by itself.

The single ray of light that had been entering the room disappeared, and darkness filled the space once more.

A very, very deep darkness.

***

Yes, even if almost every village was damaged, it might have been possible to finish everything in such a short time.

All elves might be so independent that they could handle the remaining tasks well without a leader.

But even so, she had no reason to come back here.

Especially to this place full of humans, whom they considered so inferior.

"Hmm? Why are you staring at me like that?"

"...It's nothing."

"I almost felt embarrassed, my lord."

"..."

"I'd appreciate if you wouldn't stare at me like that."

She tells me to look at her, but now she's complaining when I do. I really don't know what she wants from me.

As I was holding my increasingly aching head from the sudden situation before me, another woman approached me—Isabella, with her beautiful sky-blue hair that was lovely wherever and whenever.

"Um... you two seem to be enjoying yourselves, but I'm sorry..."

"..."

I glanced at her for a moment, wondering what part of our conversation just now seemed enjoyable, but she, who had been constantly watching me until just a moment ago, ignored my gaze as if nothing had happened and interrupted our conversation once more.

It was as if she had momentarily returned to how she used to treat me in the past.

"The professor asked if you could start teaching from today..."

"...Today?"

"Yes... so I came to ask when you might have time."

...She had been hovering around me for a while, but if that was the only reason, she could have just said so quickly.

*Today... today... I don't really have any schedule...*

I didn't.
Quite coincidentally.

Well, it was about time I started earning money again, so I needed to visit the Magic Tower at some point.

I was also almost out of materials for creation magic, and the food ingredients that Ella had been shopping for were all gone, so I needed to buy those separately.

But apart from those things, my schedule was very open.

Visiting the Magic Tower wouldn't take long, and I could buy the other materials while shopping for groceries.

I had been so busy on other days, but for some reason, today was particularly free.

It was perfectly suitable for unavoidable circumstances.

"...Today I need to visit the Magic Tower and the marketplace, but I don't have any other plans."

I tell her my schedule for today, just in case.

Full of hope that I might be able to rest for just this one day.

"My lady? Why are you suddenly using a communication crystal..."

"Just a moment..."

"...?"

"Done."

"...What's done?"

"I just contacted the Magic Tower."

"...?"

"I was going to calmly explain our situation and ask for their understanding..."

"...What? Wait, my lady—"

"Fortunately, they seemed to understand our situation and said there's no need for you to visit today...!"

Seeing her beaming with such a bright smile, my consciousness momentarily floated as if I'd been hit on the head.

After barely regaining my senses, I was about to ask what on earth she had done, but my wish was not granted.

"Hmm? Are you two going on a date?"

"...?"

"W-what? What do you mean..."

"If not, where are you two going together?"

...In this situation, it's clearly me who should be dumbfounded, but for some reason, I was truly curious why her expression, as a third party, showed such indignation.

"Princess... that's not it. Professor Oliver asked us to..."

Thankfully, due to Isabella's coherent explanation, she kept nodding as if she understood the situation—

"Sounds interesting."

"...Pardon?"

"May I join you?"

...Yeah right.
The situation just got more complicated.

Ch.177 - Why Does This Even Work?
"Now, first let's organize all these materials..."

"Wait, doesn't she not need to be here anymore?"

"That's what I'm saying! It's not like she came here to actually become a student anyway..."

"Come on, let's organize all this stuff first before gossiping."

"But why are so many students gathering over there?"

"How would I know? Just hurry up and help me move these things."

Meanwhile, when Jenison and Isabella were leading around packs of wolves,

The Academy professors were surrounded by confusion and shock...

The reason was a single letter that had been sent to the Academy's faculty office that morning.

*Hmm? There's no sender listed?*

*No one expecting a letter... really?*

*Well then, who could this possibly be for...?*

*Why don't we just open it?*

*True, at least the letter should say who it's addressed to.*

Inside the opened envelope was

A single young green leaf that hadn't fully grown yet

And sentences that brought tension to the professors' previously relaxed daily lives.

*Is... is this real...*

*The Princess of the Elves is coming back to the Academy?!*

*...Call the other professors right now.*

*What...?*

*Hurry!! What are you waiting for?!*

*Y-yes sir!!*

And so, the professors who were called in one after another without knowing what was happening

All showed the same reaction when they held that letter in their hands.

The teaching assistants could only watch in confusion as the professors returned to their posts and frantically began working.

*We need to completely change all these materials first...!!*

*But Professor, you personally added these before...*

*You call this garbage materials?!*

*N-no, Professor...*

*Redo everything from scratch right now!!*

That wasn't all.

The professors who had previously left all class preparations to their assistants

Now voluntarily began creating class materials themselves

And suddenly the assistants became scapegoats for the ill-tempered professors...

It was only natural that resentment began to creep in among them

And soon that resentment turned into curiosity.

"What could possibly be in that letter to make them act like this?"

"I know, right? They usually just goof off all day."

"Hey, be careful, if they hear you..."

"I'm not lying, so what's the problem?"

"What are you two discussing so enthusiastically?"

Something quite heavy landed on the shoulders of the two assistants who had been freely gossiping about the professors,

And simultaneously, a voice they recognized sounded from behind them.

"P-Professor Oliver...?"

The voice of the professor in charge of Class B... no, recently promoted to Class A,

Oliver's voice, that is.

And at that moment,

All sorts of scenarios flashed through the assistants' minds.

Just to emphasize once more,

A professorship at the Academy is not something easily obtained.

Skills worthy of the title are absolutely essential

And teaching ability also had to be top-notch.

Of course, there were some who got in through family influence...

Actually, to be honest, quite a lot of them.

But that didn't mean getting in was easy by any means.

In any case, even those people would have been rejected if they didn't meet the minimum qualifications to become professors

And the more such people increased, the more the director demanded properly qualified individuals.

*...I'm not getting fired, am I? Did he hear everything?*

*I told you we shouldn't talk about this...*

Was it just their imagination?

His usually shiny head seemed particularly eerie today.

"We weren't saying any—"

"It's fine, but... I'd recommend speaking more quietly next time."

"Y-yes sir!!"

"Well then, I'll be—"

"P-Professor!"

"Hmm? What is it?"

"Could you possibly tell us... what was in that letter?"

"Hey...hey!"

"Haha, I'm sorry. Even I don't know much about—"

*Creeeeak—*

Just then, the door to the faculty office opened cautiously.

"I'll wait outside. I shouldn't enter the faculty office without permission."

"...Wait, then who will explain this—"

The dark-haired boy who slowly entered the faculty office

Bowed his head deeply while scratching it vigorously

Then let out a big sigh before raising his head again

"...Excuse me, is Professor Oliver here?"

"Hmm? Jenison? What brings you here... huh?"

"Pleased to meet you, Professor. I'm Silvia."

And at that moment, all the professors' attention was focused on them.

***

*That looks interesting, can I join too?*

To be honest, I thought she was joking.

Even though she occasionally said strange things

I still held her in quite high regard.

Perhaps the fact that she ruled over numerous elves despite looking similar to me

Also added points to my evaluation of her

And from the beginning, her character was a hundred or thousand times better than those other noble brats.

Why would someone like her want to join me in this troublesome task?

Besides, considering she came all the way from the Great Forest, which hadn't even finished rebuilding yet,

She must have come back here for something more important than this.

Of course, if she helped me, things would be easier for me

But I didn't want to trouble someone like her just for my own convenience.

*No, I'm fine without your help—*

*Then shall we go ask the professor if it's okay...?*

*Sure, let's do that.*

Of course, that was just my opinion,

Not necessarily theirs.

In the end, I was helplessly dragged to the faculty office in their hands.

"Haha... Lady Silvia, what brings you here..."

"Please feel free to address me casually. Although I may be older, I'm a student now."

"Ah... hahaha, then I'll do so..."

Right now, I was witnessing the oldest professor at the Academy fumbling nervously.

...She's older than I thought.

Well, since she's an elf, it's difficult to judge her age by appearance.

But I didn't expect her to be older than the professor who was famous for being the oldest one here.

She didn't give off that distinctive feeling that people who have lived a long time usually have.

*...Is it because she's still considered a minor by elven standards?*

"Haha... what brings the Princess of the Elves here..."

"Is there a problem? I am a student here after all."

"N-no, there's no problem, but... wasn't it temporary...?"

Unlike the professor who was nervously laughing,

Her gentle smile was eerily beautiful,

Like a calm lake before a typhoon hits.

And in reality, she was here as nothing more than an envoy for the relationship between the Empire and the Great Forest,

So the Academy faculty probably thought she would be returning by now.

Well, since elves still somewhat looked down on other races,

It wasn't unreasonable to think she wouldn't stay long.

"Yes, it was temporary."

"...Was?"

"I've recently found something personally interesting."

"...Which means—"

"It means I'll be staying here a bit longer."

As soon as she finished speaking,

Several professors' expressions turned pale,

From their perspective, having their education and lectures

Attended by an elf who was different from the start of her race,

And not just any elf but their princess,

Such a reaction was inevitable.

Especially since relations with the elves were one of the things the Imperial family was paying close attention to.

If any of them made a mistake that damaged those relations?

The repercussions would be immeasurable.

Perhaps even sacrificing their family name wouldn't be enough.

Naturally, it was a headache.

Moreover, what if she formally complained to the Academy that their classes were unsatisfactory?

Of course, ordinary people couldn't even imagine such a thing,

And she didn't seem like the type of... elf who would do such a thing,

But the mere possibility

Was enough to place an enormous burden on the faculty.

*What things are considered rude in elven culture...?*

*Delete all teaching materials that use other races as examples...!!*

*Nature... maybe we should have an outdoor class to observe nature...*

As several professors were contemplating major revisions to the class materials they had hastily created today,

The woman who had been the center of their attention

Set down her teacup with a distinct tap.

It was the tea that the assistants had brewed with great care just moments ago.

"I have something I'd like to say to Professor Oliver."

"...To me?"

"Yes."

Professor Oliver, who had been standing among the professors with his arms crossed, watching us,

Apparently hadn't expected to be called upon,

As he confirmed his name again while slowly stepping forward past the other professors.

"Professor Oliver?"

"...That's me, do you have something to discuss?"

"I heard you've assigned Jenison a task?"

"..."

"I'll be brief—may I join him?"

*...Anyone else might agree, but Professor Oliver will definitely refuse.*

Ch.178 - Meeting With Juniors, 1 Minute Before
To be honest, I wasn't entirely surprised that things turned out this way.

After all, even though Silvia was nominally a student at the Academy, she was clearly the Princess of the Great Forest who had a treaty with the Empire.

It was only natural that professors would bend over backwards for her. Even with his strict personality, was Professor Oliver just another professor in front of her?

Still, I hadn't expected him to allow her to join us so easily.

Well, others might think I'm making a fuss over nothing, but when it comes to Professor Oliver, it's different. You'd be hard-pressed to find a bigger stickler for principles anywhere in this world.

Professor Oliver had always acted according to meticulously laid plans despite his gentle appearance. When students once asked him what he hated most, he answered that it was when his plans went awry. He was, in a word, one of those inflexible people.

He was the type who absolutely would not tolerate his plans being disrupted.

"...Fine, do as you please. But you'll need to keep up with the others."

"Of course, I've taught many young elves myself."

When permission fell from his lips, even the professors around him momentarily wore expressions of disbelief...

By now, you can probably guess what kind of reputation he normally had. And how intensely he must have glared at me afterward.

Fortunately, the professors in charge of those juniors were also present, so everything was quickly settled.

"Oh... There are quite a lot of interesting sights here and there. I was in too much of a hurry last time to notice."

"Ah, if that's the case, perhaps you might be interested in these as well..."

*Why do they seem so friendly with each other?*

"If you get distracted and fall behind, we'll leave you."

And so, including Isabella who had been waiting outside the faculty office, we set off for the meeting place where the juniors were waiting.

Today was actually supposed to be a class day, but judging by how none of the other professors present had said anything about it, they were tacitly allowing us to skip classes.

Well, given Professor Oliver's personality, he wouldn't have entrusted us with this task if he couldn't resolve such basic issues.

Whatever else he might be, he was always sincere when it came to his students.

As for Silvia... well, let's just say she was an exception because of her royal status.

She wasn't someone who needed to be bound by such rules anyway.

Heaving a deep sigh, I looked back to see them still admiring the decorations around us, constantly exclaiming in admiration while trailing behind us.

They looked like children who had just been let loose in a marketplace.

Silvia examined everything with interest, while Isabella stayed by her side, trying to satisfy her curiosity. Though they didn't look alike in the slightest, they seemed as close as sisters who had spent over a decade together—and I wasn't the only one who noticed.

Even Professor Oliver, who was leading us, was now glancing at them with a fond expression. And the numerous stares directed at them as we headed to meet the juniors proved it.

...Honestly, I think people were interested because it was unusual to see an elf and a human being so friendly with each other.

Besides, their appearances were too striking not to notice.

Even male students walking with their girlfriends couldn't help but turn their heads.

"Hey, where are you looking?"

"N-no, it's not like that..."

"Fine, I'm leaving."

"W-wait...!"

*...Serves him right.*

After solemnly wishing peace for what appeared to be a now-broken couple, I asked Professor Oliver, who was walking ahead, to wait a moment.

The distance between us and the two women had been growing, and I was worried they might have trouble catching up if we got any further apart.

Earlier they had been admiring the flower beds carefully tended by Academy students, but now they seemed to have changed their minds and were examining the crystal money tree that rose high in the center of the Academy.

I'd heard that this crystal tree had been part of the Academy since its founding, and it certainly looked old enough, towering high above.

Because of its beautiful, shining appearance, the crystal tree had become virtually synonymous with the Academy's symbol.

But since it was an artificial structure, I hadn't expected it to capture the interest of elves who typically insisted on pure nature.

"It's actually quite a good idea to arrange plants like this for decoration."

"Um, this isn't actually a real plant..."

"I know, but we could create plants similar to this, couldn't we?"

"Really?"

"Yes, of course. Would you like me to send you one later?"

"I'd be very grateful."

"Elves consider such aesthetic sensibilities a luxury, so their artistic sense—"

Well, from their conversation, it seemed she wasn't interested in the tree itself, but rather in the method of using plants for decoration.

Anyway, I approached them as they continued to admire their surroundings, tapped their shoulders a couple of times, and pointed to Professor Oliver in the distance.

More specifically, to him anxiously fretting about possibly being late for our appointment.

I guarantee that if the people here weren't of the same status as these two, they would have faced Professor Oliver's hurricane-like scolding.

For him, keeping appointments was one of the most important things.

*Though it seems he can't bring himself to scold a noble lady and a princess...*

"Oh, I'm sorry, I've taken up too much time."

"S-sorry, we'll be right there."

...I noticed that Silvia's manner of speech seemed quite different from when she was in the Great Forest, but I suspected it was because she was aware of public perception.

If word got out that the Princess of the Elves was treating a mere baron with such familiarity, both she and I would undoubtedly be plagued by rumors.

Moreover, I had even visited the Great Forest, which could raise suspicions about our relationship...

As someone who preferred to avoid troublesome situations, I appreciated her consideration.

...If consideration was the right word for it.

*And why is she looking at me nervously again?*

Lately, I'd been having trouble understanding the people of this world. Especially women.

Anyway, we finally managed to resume our journey, and after walking for about ten minutes, Professor Oliver, who had been leading us from the front, stopped for the first time and turned to face us.

"Listen carefully. Your juniors will be waiting ahead... but."

"But?"

"...Sigh, let me remind you of the precautions once more."

Uncharacteristically, he repeatedly scratched his head before emphasizing the points we needed to be mindful of, with a somewhat anxious look.

Well, there wasn't anything particularly special about these precautions.

Simply put, the juniors might be quite disrespectful, but we absolutely must not resort to violence first, and we should refrain from using our authority to crush them.

He explained that the purpose of calling us was to temporarily correct their arrogance, not to break their spirit or make them feel despair.

Well, while this might be a demanding request for others, it was as easy as eating cold porridge for me.

Educating arrogant and unruly newcomers was something I had done quite often long ago.

"That's all. Any questions?"

"..."

"Yes, Jenison. What is it?"

"If it's to correct the juniors' attitudes, is it okay to use a little force?"

Whether dealing with humans or beasts, there has always been one sure method throughout history to make them obedient:

In the face of indiscriminate violence, even personalities that seemed impossible to change would be reformed.

This was something I had experienced firsthand, and having used it myself, I found no method more effective.

It could turn even wild dog-like personalities into loyal hounds in an instant.

Of course, since they were still students, I thought it would be a fairly good approach if I exercised some restraint while watching over them...

"..."

"..."

"..."

The reactions from those around me were strangely cold.

No, rather than cold, it felt closer to contempt...?

Even Isabella, who had been watching me nervously until just now, narrowed her eyes as she looked at me.

"...Just make sure you don't leave any scars."

What was with that reluctant tone of permission?

Somehow, I felt like I'd become a very strange person, and for the first time in a while, I felt a bit upset.

*I guess I need to relieve some stress.*

Ch.179 - The First Impression Was The Worst.
The place where the juniors were waiting was one of the smaller training grounds in the Academy, a location strictly off-limits to spectators.

Since one of the juniors was apparently a marchioness's daughter, the purpose was likely to prevent rumors from spreading if she happened to lose.

Even if it was for educational purposes, it would be awkward to show a noble young lady sprawled on the ground.

Well, to me that just means I don't have to worry about prying eyes.

I've heard these opponents are quite skilled for their age, so there's no need to go easy on them.

Besides, the professor personally entrusted this task to me.

If my juniors have developed insufferably arrogant personalities, it's best to correct them now before they suffer consequences later.

I need to be thorough to prevent future problems.

Though it pains my heart to have to strike my precious juniors with my own hands, I have no choice when it's a request from the professor, who is like the heavens to me.

≪User's emotions are rapidly escalating≫
≪Please calm down and relax...≫

...This useless status window never appears normally, but shows up at times like this to spread false rumors.

I dismissed it and followed the professor, who continued to lead us while looking at us as if we were abandoned children.

It didn't take long to reach the training ground where the juniors were waiting.

Only after the professor placed his ID card against the door did the tightly sealed entrance begin to open.

With a screech, the double doors parted sideways, releasing a puff of smoke.

Beyond them, a spacious training ground welcomed us.

The floor was made of sand and soil to minimize injuries, and the walls were constructed with mana-infused materials to withstand significant impacts.

Mana stones were arranged on shelves throughout the area to replenish depleted mana.

'...This facility seems better than I expected—'

BOOM!

'...Never mind.'

"Eek?!"

"...What's happening?"

Just as I was admiring the decent facilities and taking my first step into the training ground, a fireball crashed into the wall right beside me and exploded.

Fortunately, Professor Oliver, who was walking ahead of us, had created a mana barrier around us, so we felt no impact.

Still, the explosion happening right before our eyes momentarily stunned us into silence.

As smoke billowed up, the first person to shout was none other than Professor Oliver himself.

"WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU'RE DOING?!!!"

His roar carried mana in his voice.

For an ordinary person, this would merely make the voice resonate a bit more, but for someone as powerful as Professor Oliver, it was a different story.

Sound is a wave, and mana follows that wave—what unfolded before us was like a lion's roar from a martial arts novel.

Though not powerful enough to send people flying, it was strong enough to make the air vibrate.

I felt my body, protected by the professor's mana barrier, float slightly off the ground.

Apparently, I wasn't the only one affected. The girls who had been chattering behind me were now staring wide-eyed ahead.

After the thick cloud of dust began to settle, I clearly heard giggling from inside the training ground.

"Ah, I'm so sorry, Professor!!"

With a voice that anyone could tell was fake, a child brazenly emerged from inside.

With traces of mana smeared all over their body and a full-blown smile they didn't even try to hide, they were truly an unpleasant sight.

I wanted to burn off all that murky green hair right then and there.

"...Bah Mon, explain yourself this instant."

"Haha... I was practicing magic when—"

"Bah Mon...!!"

After the laughter of someone who clearly hadn't read the room, the professor's angry reprimand began, and only then did the corners of the kid's mouth start to drop slightly.

The professor didn't miss this opportunity.

"Do you realize your actions just now could have led to a serious accident?"

"...Ah, well, that—"

"I believe you were taught all the safety precautions for using the training ground."

"..."

"Am I mistaken, Bah Mon?"

Seeing the kid freeze in place, unable to respond to the professor's unexpectedly strong anger, I felt a bit sorry for them.

But remembering how they had been snickering after what they'd done, I felt not pity but rather a slight murderous intent.

"Ah, no... that wasn't my intention..."

"...Bah Mon, look at who almost got hurt by your magic."

"Yes... eh? L-Lady Isabella!!"

Perhaps they were trying to establish dominance, but unfortunately, their timing was tragically poor.

Who could have known that a duke's daughter would come here?

And not just any noble, but a scion of one of the four great families.

"...Do humans normally do this to their seniors?"

"No, absolutely not... I have no words to excuse this..."

And now the Princess of the Elves was also with us, meaning the kid had essentially messed with people they absolutely shouldn't have.

Establishing dominance in this situation?

What a joke. A ridiculous one at that.

Those ladies could use this incident as an excuse to raze the kid's family to the ground without much difficulty.

Who was trying to establish dominance over whom?

"Ah... um... well..."

"Oh my, Professor Oliver. You've finally arrived?"

Behind the kid, whose face had turned completely blue as they finally realized what they'd done, another person appeared.

I immediately knew this female student was the marchioness's daughter the professor had mentioned.

Honestly, anyone could easily guess from those tightly curled drill-like hair.

From ancient times, such hairstyles have been practically synonymous with noble young ladies.

Well, they claim the drill curls symbolize dignity...

Having lived in the 21st century and seen all sorts of sophisticated hairstyles, to me it was just a somewhat peculiar and amusing hairstyle, nothing more, nothing less.

"...Erdena Valentine, tell me exactly what you saw."

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

"Bah Mon, was this fellow really practicing magic?"

"Yes, we were practicing combat magic together..."

"..."

"Did something happen?"

...To be honest, I didn't like this at all.

How should I put it? I felt an instinctive displeasure crawling across my skin.

Although they say you shouldn't judge people by appearances...

Still, what I disliked was what I disliked.

Yes, for example...

Her crescent-shaped eyes that still curved upward as if she were completely innocent, even in front of Professor Oliver who was clearly consumed by anger.

Her brazen lips that claimed ignorance of what had just happened, despite supposedly practicing magic together moments ago.

It felt as if she were mocking everyone present.

I really, really disliked it.

"...Sigh, we're wasting time. Let's discuss this later."

"..."

"Bah Mon, come to the faculty office after we're done."

"Y-Yes sir!!"

"Now, everyone gather around. I'll explain the rules you need to follow."

***

Meanwhile, as everyone was beginning to wake to the bright sunshine, footsteps echoed through the corridor of the Royal Palace.

Surprisingly, not a single servant or knight passing through the corridor noticed the sound.

Thud, thud—

Like a shadow, a man trudged along, with deep darkness spreading behind him.

Finally reaching the end of the palace corridor, he adjusted his clothes and slowly opened the door before him.

Normally, servants would have opened it for him, but he wasn't someone who had entered this place with proper authorization.

Entering the room filled with luxurious furniture, he saw the Emperor sipping wine in front of a candle that looked as if it might go out at any moment.

Simultaneously, the man's knees slowly lowered to show proper respect to his sovereign.

"Charlotte greets His Imperial Majesty."

"Ah, rise. Is there need for such formality between us?"

"..."

"Well then... your presence here means you've received the child's answer, correct?"

"Indeed."

As he said, Charlotte had come after receiving an answer.

The answer from Aria Reinhardt, direct descendant of the Reinhardt family and candidate for family head.

"Tell me."

"She said..."

Ch.180 - Side Story: Her Circumstances
The Valentain Marquis Family.

They were one of the well-known marquis families in the Empire, a prestigious house that had served the Imperial family for quite a long time.

However, despite their long-standing loyalty, their reputation in social circles and among the general public was far from exalted—in fact, it was rock bottom. The primary reason for this was their excessively promiscuous behavior.

While the Empire permitted polygamy, most nobles didn't take many wives. Love isn't an infinite resource, and many found it difficult to fully devote themselves even to just one or two people.

Moreover, most noble wives disapproved of concubines. Well, who in this world would be happy to see their beloved bring in another woman as a wife? But in this world, such jealousy was particularly intense. Most were high-born ladies from noble families with tremendous pride, and they couldn't bear to see mere concubines monopolizing the love that should be theirs. There had even been many knife fights among these ladies...

So most male nobles didn't take many wives unless they truly loved them. There was nothing good about having too many—they learned this by watching their fathers. As this pattern repeated, it gradually became an unspoken virtue among nobles not to take too many wives.

However, the Valentain Marquis family alone paid no attention to such notions. Whenever scandals and criticisms were directed at them, they would counter by asking what was so wrong about spreading noble seed far and wide. They claimed to follow the principle of loving everyone equally, with little difference in treatment between legal wives and concubines. They struck back at those who criticized their promiscuity.

"Tsk tsk... how shameless..."

"It might be good for men, but from a woman's perspective, it's truly pitiful."

"If they wanted to spread noble seed, shouldn't they at least avoid commoners?!"

The criticism against them never subsided. In fact, after it was revealed that some of the women they had taken were commoners rather than nobles, the criticism only intensified—especially from families who had sent their daughters to marry into the Valentain family.

Finding out that their precious daughters had been married off to such philanderers, there was hardly anyone who couldn't understand their feelings. People only sympathized with them and joined in directing arrows of criticism at the Valentain Marquis family.

Of course, since the Valentains were still a marquis family, no one dared to openly insult them. But if you had seen how women in social circles implicitly avoided mentioning their family name, you could easily guess just how bad their reputation was.

Ironically, however, it was the ladies who had married into the Valentain family who silenced all these criticisms.

When people first saw all these women gathered in one place, they thought the ladies' anger had finally exploded. They expected an outburst of jealousy and rage against the men who had taken them yet continued to promiscuously pursue countless other women. People's hearts filled with anticipation—in this world with few entertainments, nothing was more entertaining than watching relationship drama and fights.

But that wasn't why these women had gathered. Far from fighting each other, they had united to "request" that people stop slandering their husbands. Of course, since some daughters of the marquis family were among them, it wasn't entirely a request, but their purpose was indeed to make a "request."

Even though their parents couldn't understand them at all, the women themselves claimed they were living quite happily. After that, the open criticism aimed at them mostly subsided, though there were still people who cursed their philandering nature in private.

Quite some time had passed since then.

Erdena Valentain, the thirteenth daughter of the current head of the Valentain Marquis family, Ether Valentain, now wanted to change the perception deeply embedded in people's minds—the perception that the Valentain Marquis family was just a family of philanderers.

She believed that no matter how high their status as a marquis family, it was useless without honor. If she didn't change the perception of her family that was rooted in people's minds, whatever she did in the future would be followed by the label of "philanderer family" attached to her name. She knew this all too well, and indeed, this was the case with her father.

She didn't dislike her family, but whenever she recalled that her father had more than fifteen wives, she sometimes felt a bit embarrassed. She wanted to change this perception as soon as possible.

"To do that... I first need to prove my abilities..."

Unfortunately, her power within the family was practically nonexistent. The position of family head was typically passed down to male heirs, and she wasn't the only talented child in the family...

In the end, what she chose was essentially a form of escape.

"Yes, you're already old enough to attend the Academy."

"...The Academy?"

"Yes, there you'll receive higher education—"

"That's it!!"

"...What are you talking about?"

Her plan was to go to the Academy where children from various prestigious families gathered, join any faction, and gradually change the perception of her family from within that faction. It might seem like a very slow and troublesome process, but to her, there was no more certain method, so she immediately put her plan into action.

...Or rather, she tried to.

"Oh my, your family is... Valentain...?"

"Ho-ho-ho, I suddenly have an urgent matter..."

"My lady, I've had great interest in the Valentain Marquis family for a long time, perhaps—"

As expected, rumors about her family had already spread throughout the Academy. Because of this, the ladies she actually wanted to befriend kept their distance, while strange men of unknown origin began approaching her.

"...This won't do...!"

Eventually, she decided to change her approach again. Rather than trying to join an existing faction through conversations with various people, she would gather those attracted to her and create her own faction.

Although there were some dishonorable rumors circulating, her family was still a marquis family, more than qualified to form a faction. All that remained was to find people—people who would be suitable for her faction, who would know the rumors about her family but wouldn't keep their distance.

She came up with one method.

"What did Father say before...?"

[Strong people naturally attract others!]

This was one of the phrases her father, Ether Valentain, always had on his lips. Indeed, he was known as one of the strongest knights in the Empire, and there were many women who fell for his fame and handsome appearance.

Fortunately, she seemed to have inherited quite a bit from her father, showing considerable talent in swordsmanship—enough to easily defeat peers who had been training much longer than her.

"...Is that all you've got?"

"Argh...!! You...!!"

"You're really weak. My dog at home would be stronger."

Even the sword instructors who taught her were amazed by her talent, learning ten things when taught just one, to the point where they would step back in astonishment.

In any case, her strategy was successful. Students who witnessed her strength began to hover around her, so it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was already halfway to success.

And now, an opportunity to complete the other half had appeared.

"If I defeat the seniors here too...!"

Students would surely flock to her like the tide, and at least among them, her family wouldn't have to bear that label—that's what she thought.

Of course, she hadn't expected the guy she'd brought along because he seemed useful to suddenly shoot a fireball at the door, but since there were no casualties, she couldn't hide her joy. If that attack had caused the duel to be canceled, her plan would have been shattered.

"...Why is he looking at me like that?"

From that moment, the gaze of the black-haired senior seemed particularly intense, but she thought it was just her imagination. With such handsome features, he would be hard to forget, but she had no memory of such a face.

"...Has he fallen for me?"

It didn't take long for her to realize that this thought was a huge misunderstanding.

Ch.181 - Wounding A Young Girl's Heart...
"Well, I think everyone should understand the rules properly by now."

"Yes."

"If anyone has any questions, raise your hand now."

Despite the assurance that no one would be scolded, not a single student, including myself, raised their hand.

That made sense. Professor Oliver had explained everything in great detail, but truthfully, most of the explanations about dueling were all quite similar.

Show respect to your opponent and maintain an appropriate attitude.

And remember that this is just a duel, so show mercy to each other.

If you followed these two principles, you'd rarely be reprimanded in most duels.

Of course, he mentioned that those who acted cowardly or hurled insults and harsh words at their opponents would be sanctioned without hesitation.

But how many opportunities would there be to exchange words with an opponent during a duel anyway?

Besides, experiencing underhanded tactics firsthand was the only way to truly understand the terror of real combat...

It was quite disappointing that I couldn't impress upon my juniors the importance of such experience.

Due to the Academy's surprisingly strict dueling rules, I had no choice but to modify my plans a bit.

If I proceeded with my original plan, I could certainly put those smiling juniors in their place, but there was a high probability I'd be called out by the professor before the duel even ended.

Besides, I didn't even need to face all of them by myself right now.

I mean, I could certainly do it if asked, but the professor apparently wanted to give the juniors a variety of experiences.

He said he would assign one junior each to me, Silvia, and Isabella.

He probably figured it would be better for them to gain experience by being defeated by different seniors rather than all falling to a single person.

Well, it was slightly disappointing, but I wasn't particularly regretful.

No matter how unfavorably I might view these juniors privately, beating kids so much younger than me was something I hesitated to do, even with education as a shield.

"Now I'll assign your opponents."

Under Professor Oliver's guidance, we were each assigned suitable juniors as opponents.

And the one assigned to me was none other than the girl who had suddenly appeared earlier, exuding an aura like that of a villain—the young lady whom the professor had just called Erdena Valentine.

*Valentine...*

As I tilted my head at the familiar-sounding family name, Isabella's expression behind me changed dramatically.

As if she'd heard something she shouldn't have.

"...The Marquis Valentine family?"

"Is it a famous family?"

"...There's hardly anyone in the Empire who doesn't know them."

Isabella looked at me as if she couldn't believe I truly didn't know, but unfortunately, I really had no idea.

To keep up with the affairs and rumors among nobles, one needed to consistently attend social gatherings or similar events.

I had largely neglected such things until now.

Of course, for someone like me who had long ignored the social scene itself, it was impossible to prevent rumors from circulating.

My reputation had been practically at rock bottom recently, but I didn't think it would make much difference if it fell any further, which was partly why I'd been even more dismissive.

Besides, I was somewhat tired of the nobles' characteristic roundabout way of speaking.

Anyway, after listening to Isabella's explanation about the Valentine family, the assessment "the Empire's most notorious family of playboys" became fixed in my mind.

I mean, even if polygamy was permitted, how could the current head of the family have fifteen wives?

Other people would be sweating bullets trying to resolve conflicts between just two wives...

No matter how venerable the Valentine marquis family might be, I found their behavior rather difficult to understand.

And what was even more unbelievable was that apparently none of his wives had bad relationships with each other.

Even when they occasionally appeared in social circles, they always seemed to get along well and showed deep affection for one another.

*...Don't they feel jealous?*

Doesn't that seem strange?

No matter what, wouldn't you feel something odd if the person you loved kept adding more women?

You might wonder if you lacked charm...

You might feel like you alone weren't enough to satisfy them.

Yet Isabella said that from what she'd observed, there was no such feeling at all...

"...I'm speechless."

"I feel the same way."

They were remarkable people in many ways—both the current head of the Valentine family, who continued to bring in more women despite already having so many, and the women who continued to profess their love for him as if they were perfectly content.

"..."

*...Did she hear me?*

I wasn't sure if my thoughts had accidentally slipped out, but the girl who had been mingling with other juniors until just now suddenly fixed her gaze on me.

Her face had turned noticeably redder than before.

She was clearly embarrassed about the rumors surrounding her family.

Well, no matter how much it was the family she was born and raised in, the label of being a family of playboys would be somewhat embarrassing.

Especially for someone who seemed as proud as her.

Well, she probably knew it too.

That her father's womanizing was too excessive to be right.

But no matter how much she might resent it, it was still her family and her father.

No one would just sit quietly while others insulted their family.

Besides, how could it feel good to hear others disparage your family as playboys?

If anything, it would make you feel terrible.

Looking at it from any angle, it seemed I was in the wrong.

Even if it was something publicly known, I should have at least had the decency to speak where she couldn't hear.

There's a difference between hearing insults directly and having gossip reach your ears indirectly.

So, as an apology, I discreetly bowed my head to her when no one was looking.

"...Ugh!!"

Seeing me bow, she became even angrier and moved away from me.

"...?"

≪Just now, the user hurt a young girl's feelings...≫

"What are you talking about, you lunatic."

"Excuse me? What did you just say...?"

"Ah, it's nothing."

***

*Ugh...really!!*

She was embarrassed, so much that her face felt like it was on fire.

Of course, she was well aware of what others said about her family.

It was something she had prepared herself for early on.

This wasn't her first such experience, after all.

*Sigh...*

But just because it wasn't her first experience didn't mean she had grown accustomed to people's reactions.

What had just happened was enough to reopen the wounds in her heart.

Isabella, the eldest daughter of the Renuel family.

The reason this senior, who wasn't even the same age as herself, was more widely known than the children of other Four Great Families was partly due to her exquisite appearance, but also because of her unchanging expression.

Known for having almost no facial expressions, she was the talk of all male students who favored cold, haughty beauties.

Even Erdena herself, when first seeing her, had been strongly impressed by a beauty who seemed carved from ice.

There was no need to further explain her expression.

And yet this same woman had slightly stiffened her expression upon hearing about Erdena's family.

A crack had formed in the ice princess's mask.

All because of Erdena's father.

Suddenly overcome with unspeakable embarrassment, Erdena wished she could find a hole to crawl into.

"...Impressive."

"...?"

A voice clearly reached her ears—definitely one of the seniors who had appeared with the ice princess earlier.

Impressive? Was he mocking her?

If he had just criticized her openly like others did, that would have been fine.

Why did he have to be so sarcastic?

Of course, the speaker had no such intention, but unfortunately, Erdena didn't have enough experience conversing with others to notice such subtle differences.

People usually ran away as soon as they heard her family name, before conversations could even finish.

*I'll definitely crush him in the duel!*

It was another day of deepening misunderstandings.

Ch.182 - Education (1)
Due to an inexplicable outburst from a junior student, another commotion nearly broke out. Fortunately, the professor noticed early and stepped in to prevent the situation from escalating.

The professor then asked us to decide who would go first in the practice match, and suddenly the girls and I found ourselves having to worry about the order.

...I really didn't want to participate because I knew it would be this troublesome.

"If you're feeling tired, I can go first..."

As I was clearly radiating an aura of reluctance, Isabella, who had once again approached me, began cautiously gauging my reaction.

Even now, while she was obviously trying hard to read my expression, her pride as a noble lady made her pretend otherwise. I found it quite adorable, but as the person on the receiving end, it was rather burdensome.

Just today alone, how many stares had I attracted because of her? How many awkward situations had I endured? Even though none of it was intentional on her part, receiving apologies from someone so famous was no easy task for an ordinary person like me.

'Ordinary... person, that's what I am, right?'

For a moment, I almost experienced an identity crisis, but fortunately, that concern was quickly resolved.

Or more accurately, it was forcibly interrupted.

"May I go first?"

It was the pointy-eared one, suddenly asking permission to take the first turn.

"N-no, let me go instead."

"No, I insist on going first..."

Both Isabella, who had been constantly glancing at me, and I, who had been trying to pass my turn to someone else just moments ago, immediately tried to stop her, saying we would go first instead.

Given her personality, it was obvious she wouldn't listen to our objections, but this time was different.

Look at her now, speaking so politely while maintaining her noble bearing.

I guarantee other elves couldn't even imagine her like this. She always maintained a blunt way of speaking to remind everyone of her authority.

But now? She was still speaking formally.

Of course, the moment we were alone, she would immediately revert to that irritating tone of hers, but at least for now, she was clearly managing her public image.

So maybe, just maybe, she might actually listen to us this time.

Even though she came as a regular student, others didn't necessarily see her that way.

Even now, those junior students were hovering around, pretending to be men, and if those obviously ill-mannered guys said anything that might cause her sexual humiliation...

'...I'd be fortunate if it didn't escalate into an international incident.'

Though those juniors looked stupid, they surely must have heard the incredible news that the Princess of the Elves had returned to the Academy.

Just when I was escorting her to the faculty office, we attracted an enormous amount of attention.

Most likely, rumors had already spread far and wide.

'The Elf Princess has returned.'

'She must be here to demand compensation from the Empire for damages to the Great Forest.'

'Perhaps she came because there's a man in the Empire she fancies?'

...and so on, people would be saying all sorts of things.

These were just the things I'd heard; who knows what was being said where I couldn't hear, completely forgetting that she was an elf who could hear sounds from up to 1km away when she concentrated.

Anyway, the possibility that those junior students hadn't heard about her, whose mere presence had thrown the Academy into a commotion, was extremely low.

So there was no need to worry... but I still couldn't help being concerned.

Not for her, but for those juniors.

One wrong move and their entire family could be destroyed.

...Am I overreacting?

No matter how unpleasant and ill-mannered those juniors seemed, would they really try something with someone who so obviously had pointed ears twitching right in front of them?

'...When I think about it that way, maybe it will be fine?'

"...So you're going first?"

At that moment, Professor Oliver's ominous voice reached my ears across the wide training ground.

...First? What was he talking about? No one had gone yet...

"Yes, is there a problem?"

...There she was.

Despite all our attempts to dissuade her, she was grinning at the junior students who had been giving her disrespectful looks, her pointed ears twitching with excitement.

'...Wait, wasn't she just here a moment ago?!'

I turned to where she had been standing, but there was only Isabella, covering her face with both hands, sitting in complete despair.

...I had forgotten.

How strong her determination could be.

This was the same woman who had included me in the Empire's inspection team just because I could see spirits, doing everything possible to bring me to the Great Forest.

It was strange to think that Isabella and I could stop her.

"...No, there isn't. Let's begin."

...No matter how much you look at us with those reproachful eyes, what could we possibly do?

She was an untamed wild horse from the beginning.

As the professor and I exchanged troubled glances, someone from the group of junior students who had been chatting among themselves preparing for the match suddenly jumped forward.

"Haha, what a pretty senior!"

A male student with a mohawk hairstyle swaggered forward, and at that moment, both the professor and I could only sigh and slap our foreheads.

This was the junior who had arrived last when we first met, even later than Lady Valentine who had at least greeted us properly upon her late arrival.

Instead of properly greeting us, he had just swaggered around saying, "Oh, helloooo there~"

The bad feeling I had when I first saw him wasn't just my imagination.

Even now, the back of my neck was tingling with warning.

"...Both sides, face each other and exchange greetings."

Since we couldn't tell her to back down now, the professor and I could only desperately hope that the junior wouldn't behave disrespectfully toward her—

"Hello? I hope we have a good match—"

"Hehehe, you're really pretty up close... senior?"

"...What?"

"Hyah~ This is my first time seeing an elf, and you're just as the rumors say!"

"..."

"Sniff sniff... I think I can smell a nice fragrance too... hehe."

At that moment, I felt a cold sweat trickle down my neck, and everyone present, except for that junior, probably thought the same thing:

'...We're fucked.'

***

CRACK—
My vision spins.

CRACK—
My vision spins in the opposite direction again.

SMACK—
This time my vision shoots toward the sky.

A clear, crisp impact sound resonates throughout the area, followed by a groan of pain.

Urrrgh...

A groan so painful it seemed consciousness might slip away at any moment.

By the time it became impossible to tell whether it was the sound of a beast or a human groan, the thought that crossed the male student's mind was:

'Why am I here like this...?'

From an objective perspective rather than his own subjective view, he had thought himself quite strong.

Though his name wasn't widely known, he had been born and raised in a wealthy count's family that was famous in the area.

Thanks to the elixirs and blessings his doting parents had provided since childhood, he had developed a stronger body and greater strength than his peers.

Moreover, his talent wasn't completely lacking, so he, who was born to wield a sword, had become strong in the blink of an eye.

Yes, he could perform the basic martial arts and swordsmanship taught by the Academy professors with his eyes closed.

'Ah~ This is too boring.'

His peers were no match for him, and what the professors taught was all the same old stuff, so it was natural for him to think this way.

And just as this thought was taking root in his mind, he received a proposal: if he could win in a match against seniors who were just one year older than him, they wouldn't interfere with his Academy life anymore.

Of course, he accepted.

He had been bored lately, and if he could just beat some seniors who were only a year older, those annoying professors wouldn't be able to interfere anymore.

Moreover, if his opponent was a pretty elf like her, that was a different story altogether.

Well, honestly, he had wondered if she might be the Elf Princess, but he'd heard that the Elf Princess had returned to the Great Forest recently.

There were rumors that she had come back, but he'd heard she was busy with the reconstruction of the Great Forest...

The possibility that she was the Elf Princess was practically non-existent.

There was no way the Princess of the Elves would have left the Great Forest so quickly.

At most, she was probably one of the elves who had accompanied the princess back then.

'And those types are naive, perfect for playing around with—'

CRACK—

His reminiscing was cut short as his vision spun to the left again.

THUD—

Immediately after, his vision plummeted downward.

His once proudly standing hair was now completely disheveled and messy.

His face was swollen all over, looking as if he had been stung by bees everywhere, no longer resembling his former self.

'Ah... I...'

"...If you say such things to my kind in the future..."

'I wasn't... that special after all...'

"Be prepared to face the consequences, understand?"

CRACK!!

A much louder impact sound than before echoed through the air.

THUMP—

Simultaneously, the sound of something collapsing heavily resonated quietly throughout the vast training ground.

Ch.183 - Education (2)
The sparring session was, quite literally, merciless in every sense.

I'd heard my opponents were supposed to be somewhat skilled...?

Otherwise, the professors wouldn't have given up on them.

Well, honestly, there's no way their skills could have surpassed the professors...

Either they just refused to listen to instructions,

Or they actually had considerable talent,

It had to be one of the two...

But from what I could see, that guy seemed to fall into the former category.

Of course, he wasn't entirely without talent.

Though he was subdued in the first exchange,

That single swing proved everything.

His sword stance wasn't particularly impressive,

But judging by his speed and power alone,

He could probably defeat most others his age.

Far from lacking talent, he was actually blessed with ability for his age group,

But sadly, that was the extent of it.

Without properly assessing his opponent's capabilities,

He had his sword caught and was sent tumbling down.

After losing his weapon as smoothly as flowing water,

He was subjected to a thorough beating,

Crushing the morale of the other juniors in the process...

As someone who should always uphold the way of the sword, he had shown the worst and lowest form of defeat,

And the results were unspeakably devastating.

"Ugh... uuugh..."

"...Ah, are you there? A student is injured and needs to be taken to the infirmary."

Injured...

Could that word even begin to describe his condition?

His face was swollen beyond recognition,

His once proudly standing hair was now flattened like a rag,

Several teeth had been knocked out and were scattered on the ground,

If all those injuries could be described as merely "injured,"

Then perhaps the term was appropriate...

*That looks a bit excessive for just being "injured"...*

No joke, his face seemed to have doubled in size,

The professor, recognizing the severity of the injuries,

Immediately pulled out a communication magic tool and called the medical team.

Sure enough, there was shrieking from the magic tool,

Followed by what sounded like a series of complaints,

But it seemed they would come right away since an injury had occurred.

It appeared the two weren't on the best of terms,

As I caught a brief sigh escaping the professor's lips,

But given the professor's expression of wanting to deal with the troublesome matter first,

I didn't dare to ask about it.

When the professor returned, he briefly cautioned Silvia.

No matter how rude the opponent had been,

Her actions during the sparring had been excessive...

But truthfully, the atmosphere wasn't that serious.

After all, the other side had been rude first,

And considering her status in the previous situation,

That guy should actually be grateful he got off that lightly.

Besides, he apparently already had a poor reputation,

So perhaps the professor thought such an experience might be necessary for him.

Still, she was cautioned that this shouldn't happen again,

Yet her expression remained notably bright,

Suggesting she felt quite satisfied with the outcome.

Even now, after returning to her seat following the sparring,

The smile hadn't left her face.

"Uuugh... uuugh..."

"..."

"Are... are you okay?"

Ah, of course, the mood among the juniors was completely funereal.

He must have been quite prominent among his peers,

But he returned not just beaten to a pulp, but nearly dead,

Thinking that could be their future selves,

Shadows seemed to linger on their faces.

However, since this was the purpose of the sparring from the beginning,

There was no way they would stop just because the atmosphere had become a bit downcast and dejected.

"Sigh... I suppose we can proceed with the next match?"

As the professor's voice rang out,

The juniors' bodies seemed to flinch slightly,

"I'll go next."

"...Yes, go ahead."

Unfortunately, our noble lady wasn't the type to concern herself with such trivial matters.

After all, she was the famous "Frost Flower of the Academy."

Swoosh—

With each step she took onto the training ground,

Ice crystals began to spread right beneath her feet,

Evidence that she was drawing upon her magical power.

"...!"

"Wait, it's before the match starts. Put away your magic for now."

"Ah yes, I'm sorry... Professor."

Her opponent was the male student who had boldly thrown magic at us earlier,

The one called Bah Mon,

Who apparently hadn't expected Isabella to be his opponent,

As he stood with his mouth agape in admiration at her face and the ice crystals spreading around her.

Gone was his mischievous smile from before,

Instead, a pure smile of admiration, like a three-year-old receiving a gift,

Bloomed across his face.

"...Ahem."

"...Ah, I-I'm sorry!!"

Well, it's understandable that he'd be surprised.

Seeing magic materialize isn't something one can easily witness.

While he might have seen magical energy overflow and create an aura before,

Having it manifest and create actual phenomena in reality,

Was not something students could typically demonstrate,

And witnessing this impossible sight firsthand,

He seemed to be feeling more admiration and awe than despair.

If he were the type to be easily discouraged, he wouldn't have made such an expression in the first place.

"Wo...wow..."

"...Shall we begin the match?"

"Ah...yes!"

"I'm ready too."

And so the second match began,

And simultaneously, a blizzard descended upon the training ground.

***

Bah Mon, the eldest son of Count Mon.

Since childhood, he had played with spheres made of mana,

Possessing a sensitivity to magical energy far superior to others,

And it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that this ability alone had made him as strong as he was now.

If one were to describe him in a word, "idle noble" would be fitting.

Lazy, averse to effort,

Literally someone whose dream was to live off his family's wealth.

Yet the reason he could stand in this training ground ahead of all the other juniors,

Was solely due to his sensitivity to magical energy.

Magical sensitivity—simply put, the ability to sense mana better than others.

It had no other additional effects,

Just the ability to sense mana better than others,

But his talent in this area was immense.

Just as a famous sushi chef can tell the weight of rice just by holding it,

He could sense and manipulate the mana around him with his entire body,

And this ability only grew stronger with time,

Without requiring any effort on his part.

Of course, mana didn't visibly reveal itself to his eyes either,

But he could constantly feel it,

And each time, countless thoughts would flash through his mind.

Where the mana was, how to handle it,

And even how to use it more efficiently.

In his mind, mana always took the form of strings.

When he stretched his hand forward,

Mana would already be grasped in his hand.

Defeating his peers was truly easy.

While others struggled to control mana when casting spells,

He didn't need to control it at all,

Making him far more efficient than others.

So he continued to crush, defeat, and humiliate his opponents.

After all, they would never be able to beat him in their lifetime.

He thought that those without this talent,

Would struggle even to follow in his footsteps,

And he believed the same applied to his seniors.

It wasn't a coincidence that he had fired magic when the seniors were entering.

He thought it would be easier later if he intimidated the seniors he would eventually fight.

Of course, he had controlled the power to avoid casualties.

Well, he did get severely scolded by the professor,

But he remained full of confidence.

He couldn't even imagine losing to a senior who was only one year older,

Especially a female senior.

"Shall we begin the match?"

As soon as he heard those words, he stepped forward, thinking this was his chance.

To show his prowess.

In his mind, it was an unspoken pressure for her to forfeit quickly since he found fighting bothersome,

Crackle—

But that pressure was instantly frozen and shattered,

By just one step from her.

*M-mana materialization?*

The ground where her footsteps landed,

Froze and cracked,

And simultaneously, small snow crystals,

Swirled wildly around her,

The sight was so beautiful that he was momentarily speechless,

And even after she heeded the professor's caution and restrained her power,

The impression lingered.

*...This is the first time I've felt something like this.*

The surrounding air and mana, which had always felt ordinary,

Became as cold as the dead of winter in that moment,

And it remained so when the match resumed.

"[North Sea's Flower Wind]"

As her voice, contrary to her cold appearance, rang out,

A blizzard wind carried by flowers blew toward him.

Ch.184 - Education (3)
The North,

A place of perpetual snow that never melts throughout all 365 days of the year.

As is typical in any web novel, an extremely cold climate persists year-round without interruption.

Because it resembles the eternal snow that never melts, some people call the northern lands "Eternal Glacier."

They say the glaciers that never melt take on the color of the earth itself.

In this land where the air is always cool to the point of feeling cold, no living creature could properly survive.

Even if you were to splash boiling water across the northern lands, it would immediately turn into ice particles and fall with a pitter-patter.

How could any living thing survive in such a place? They'd be lucky just to endure.

Not only are green plants absent, but even animals are rarely seen there.

Well... if it were similar to the North or South Pole, perhaps some animals and plants might have formed an ecosystem there.

But the cutting winds of the North did not allow for that.

Humans, who were busy with other matters at the time, eventually decided to abandon the North.

They realized that no matter how hard they tried to develop that land, it would yield no benefits.

In a barren land where neither plants nor animals could survive, even if they attempted to develop mineral resources despite the cold climate, it would be endlessly difficult to achieve profits beyond expectations.

However, as human footsteps became scarce in the North, another shadow began to arrive.

Monsters started to settle in the North.

They easily invaded the freezing northern climate that turned everything to ice.

Soon, the northern ice chunks fell into the hands of monsters.

"KRAAAWK!!!"

"KUOOOOOONG!!!"

"Hold the line! We can't let them break through!!"

And suddenly, people had to point their spears and swords at the monsters invading from the North, dodging teeth and claws.

Thus, a great front line formed in the northern region.

They say that in the beautiful, white snow fields of the North, there isn't a single day when bloodstains dry up.

***

It didn't take long for the two people facing each other to assume their positions.

In fact, mages fighting each other didn't really need specific stances.

It was simply an action that meant "from now on, I will attack you."

Seeing the two adjust their positions while facing each other, the professor seemed to notice this and immediately stepped back slightly.

He then took out a coin from his pocket and flipped it upward.

*Ting—*

The slightly tarnished coin rose high into the air, and then, pulled by gravity, plummeted downward.

Naturally, I thought it would return to the professor's hand, but it didn't. Or rather, it couldn't.

The professor who had tossed the coin high had already moved far back.

*Tiding-ting-ting—*

The coin that had soared high and then dived like a hawk began bouncing here and there on the floor.

As if taking this as a signal, the duel between the two who had been quietly facing each other until just now also began.

The stances they had been maintaining collapsed in an instant, and the junior was the first to start drawing in mana from the surroundings.

*Swoooosh—*

The surrounding air and various mana began to be sucked into the palms of his hands, and just from that, a full smile bloomed on his face.

If he thought he was drawing that much mana, well, I could understand why he'd be smiling.

Unfortunately for him, his opponent was not someone he should be taking so lightly.

"[North Sea's Flower Wind]"

Despite the fact that he had clearly been the first to gather mana, she was the first to complete her incantation.

As soon as her light incantation ended, everyone present, including myself, couldn't help but widen their eyes.

Even Silvia, the Elf Princess who had lived much longer than I had, and Professor Oliver, who must have seen many techniques beyond student level, were surprised.

*Rustle—*

A snow crystal from somewhere touched my nose and melted away instantly.

Or perhaps it was frost forming.

Honestly, I thought it was strange even as I said it, but while it might have been unthinkable in the training ground from before, with the current temperature of the training ground, it was entirely possible.

My body began to shiver involuntarily, all the empty chairs around started to form a thin layer of ice, and snow began to fall from the sky... no, from the ceiling.

Just hearing about it might make someone argue that it sounds absurd, but seeing it with my own eyes, I couldn't think of any other appropriate words to describe it.

Despite there not being a single hole in the ceiling, snow was falling.

How else could I explain or describe what I was seeing?

Her magical power took form like that and began to permeate the air step by step, eventually affecting everyone present.

"Ho ho... I wasn't expecting this much."

"To scatter such cold without even borrowing the power of spirits... interesting."

Those were the one-line reviews from the professor and Silvia in order.

Unlike Silvia, who genuinely seemed to find it interesting, Professor Oliver wore a somewhat bitter and regretful expression.

The reason for his expression became clear if you followed his gaze.

"..."

"Hey, aren't you going to cast a spell?"

The junior had forgotten about the mana he had gathered in his hands and stood there with his mouth wide open, frozen in place.

His eyes had clearly captured the scene from earlier, but his mouth trembled as if he couldn't believe what his eyes were seeing.

His hands had lost all sense of direction.

"Th-this is impossible, how can such a simple incantation..."

"...It is simple, but hearing it from someone else doesn't feel particularly good..."

"H-how can such a simple and cliché incantation produce such power...!"

...Somehow, that guy seems to be digging his own grave.

But honestly, it wasn't unreasonable for him to be so surprised.

As he said, her incantation earlier was certainly simple.

Incantations serve as important catalysts in magic, and the longer the incantation, the greater the power or difficulty of the spell—this was almost an established theory in academic circles.

But her incantation just now was "North Sea's, Flower Wind."

Just these two phrases.

Honestly, it didn't make sense for such power to come from so few words.

Even the basic spells I could use, like [Fireball] or [Water Shot], were designated as basic magic because their incantations were short and they were simple attack spells.

Yet, despite having an incantation length not much different from those basic spells, she could produce this level of power.

This was something neither I nor any other mage had ever heard of or seen.

If I reported this fact to the Magic Tower, they would probably thank me and even give me a reward.

Most mages affiliated with the Magic Tower were people obsessed with curiosity, after all.

*That doesn't sound bad? They say they pay well—*

"N-no matter how much of a senior you are, this kind of skill gap doesn't make sense...!"

"Why wouldn't it make sense?"

To his near-scream of a question, her surprisingly calm answer flew back.

The cold around us began to intensify.

The ground began to freeze with a crackling sound, and the chill slowly eliminated all moisture in the surroundings.

All of this was more than enough to break his fighting spirit.

"I... I surrender."

At last, she succeeded in extracting surrender from his lips.

***

Meanwhile, there was someone who was quite satisfied watching this overwhelming match situation.

*They're doing better than I expected.*

It was Professor Oliver.

Honestly, after the first duel ended, he regretted recommending this duel to those children.

Of course, it was the faculty who had suggested an overwhelming match, but the first match had been so merciless that it could have created trauma for the student.

"Ugh... uuugh..."

*...When is the medical team coming?*

Of course, he had been rude to his opponent with his behavior and words, so it was true that he should consider himself fortunate that it ended with just this much.

But that didn't mean such merciless violence would be allowed anymore.

Rather, it became an opportunity to strengthen his resolve to prevent such incidents in advance from now on.

And so, as the second duel ended, he was quite satisfied this time.

She had demonstrated an overwhelming skill gap without even laying a hand on her opponent.

She must have given him quite a shock.

*Is that what it's like to be defeated without even getting a chance to use your hands?*

Bahm Mon returned to his seat in a daze, looking completely lost.

His arrogance would surely be subdued after this.

Now only one remained.

*...The two biggest troublemakers are left, I see.*

"Prepare for the third duel!!"

Ch.185 - The Third Duel (1)
"I'll begin the third match!!"

The first match took less than a minute.

The second match also barely lasted a minute.

Even considering these were matches between students,

The battles between mage and mage,
swordsman and elf...?

Ended surprisingly quickly,
and now, as the third match
was about to begin,

Ardena Valentine began
to feel something was wrong.

"What's going on? How could they...?"

Of course, she firmly believed
she was the strongest,

But watching those two fall
so helplessly

Was enough to plant a small
seed of anxiety in her heart.

In her opinion, those two weren't just nobodies.

That guy Bach Mon who had just
been in the previous match

Was unmatched in magical ability
among his peers.

That's why she had willingly
included him in her plan.

And the first person who was
so overwhelmingly defeated and carried away

Was someone she had crossed
swords with numerous times.

That such people could lose
so decisively

Was a scene she found
difficult to believe,

Making the current situation
extremely hard for her to accept.

And it became harder to accept as time passed.

The fact that anxiety had
taken root in her heart.

"No, this can't happen!!"

Why had she accepted
this ridiculous match today?

Wasn't it to lay the groundwork
for washing away her family's disgrace?

And now she's getting stuck here?

Feeling anxious in a place like this?

It was always going to be difficult.
The family's disgrace had persisted for quite some time.

Nevertheless, she couldn't give up
on elevating her family's honor.

She couldn't just live quietly
without doing anything

Because she had received too much from her family.

"I'm a noble too, I have pride in my family!!"

After making such a big decision
and entering the Academy to work hard,

Would all her efforts be in vain?

That was impossible.
No, it must not happen.

Crunch—

She could vividly feel
her teeth grinding together

Her lips were bitten so hard
that the taste of blood burst forth

The hand holding her sword
began to tighten involuntarily

And with that, she moved forward.

She had to win.
She had to win.

She hated the thought of passing down
her family's disgrace to her future
children and family more than death itself.

What good was living comfortably
in a marquis household?

What good was being able to
stand tall with the family name?

When their reputation had fallen so low
that they couldn't maintain friendships with any family,

And even when news of tea parties
or banquets reached them, they couldn't
readily express willingness to attend.

How was this any different
from fallen nobility?

"I must win... I must..."

Unfortunately, her current
situation was quite unfavorable.

All her peers except herself had
already suffered overwhelming defeats,

And the black-haired senior
facing her now

Would undoubtedly be as strong as those two.

"Was there someone famous
with black hair at the Academy?"

She tried to recall information
about him that might help in the match,

But for someone like her who barely
conversed with other nobles,

It was impossible to have information
about other famous students,

And although someone did come
to mind momentarily,

The possibility of it being him was almost none,

So in the end, she turned toward
the training ground without
gathering any useful information about him.

Contemplating how to approach the match.

To completely turn this situation around,

Simply winning wouldn't be enough.

She needed to demonstrate an
exceptional level of skill
that would clearly show others her future potential.

"No matter what... I must...!"

And so, she slowly stepped
into the training ground
to Professor Oliver's calling voice,

And before she knew it, only the sound
of her sword dragging on the floor remained in her ears.

***

Screeeech—

The sound of Lady Valentine's sword
scraping against the floor could be heard from afar.

As the blade met the hard floor,
a sound like nails on a chalkboard rang out,

And I frowned at the sight.

Well, I can't deny that I disliked the sound,

But it also damages the blade.

The edge of a sword is one of
the most important things for a swordsman,

So decent swordsmen don't handle swords like that.

They treat them preciously, like an extension of their own body.

"...But failing to observe even such basics means..."

There were two possibilities.

Either the swordsman didn't know
the importance of the sword,

Or they viewed the sword as merely a tool.

Neither direction could be considered desirable,

But honestly, I could somewhat guess the reason.

She didn't need to.
She didn't need to know.

Having defeated opponents
weaker than herself until now,

She didn't need to know
the importance of a sword
or how to properly handle it

Because she had been fighting overwhelming battles.

With talent born from a family called "rakes."

"A rake indeed, a sword rake."

Originally, "rake" was a vulgar term
for those who lived dissolutely,

But in my memory, it had a slightly different meaning.

Until coming here, I was a fairly devout Christian,

So I first encountered the word "rake" in the Bible.

"...Looking at it that way, it's
not such an ill-fitting nickname."

The Bible says a rake is a
worthless, wicked, and frivolous person.

Honestly, I was a bit confused about
whether she fit the description of
being worthless and wicked,

But I couldn't deny that her actions were frivolous.

Despite not having observed her for long,

I immediately noticed that arrogance
was the basic premise underlying her actions.

"...Honestly, this seems like a waste of time,
and I doubt her personality will change."

But as soon as I faced her, I immediately withdrew that thought.

Screeeech—

Still not intending to hold her sword properly,
her eyes were staring directly at me.

Crudely put, they were incredibly rough,

But to put it kindly, they were firm eyes.

At least among the people I had
seen here, they were some of
the firmest eyes I had encountered,

And at a glance, they were eyes that
only someone with considerable
determination could possess.

I didn't know why she had suddenly changed like this,

But that didn't mean anything had actually changed right now.

Arrogance still permeated her actions.

Her attitude and gaze that subtly looked down on people,

And the fact that despite the professor
watching until just now telling her
to hold her sword properly,

She didn't correct her grip.

However, despite all that, her gaze
pleased me much more than before.

It was as if I had met the kids I used to teach.

Back then, they had to become hardened.

Those without such eyes found it extremely difficult to survive,

So I always made sure those kids
developed those eyes first.

Eyes that could do anything to survive.

Well... our junior here probably doesn't have that purpose,

But in other words, she had a determination
comparable to the desire to survive,

And that began to please me even more.

"Hmm... should I go a little easy on her?"

Was it because of that?

That I decided to take the match
with her a little more seriously.

...Well, originally, whenever I met
someone with eyes like that,

Regardless of the difference in skill,

I always responded with sincerity.

They didn't feel like strangers.

Neither those kids from before,
nor our junior standing before me now.

"Senior."

"...Hm?"

At that moment, a title I never
expected to hear from her lips emerged,

And I turned my head toward her,
feeling doubly surprised—first that
she was addressing me with that title,

And second that I hadn't expected
her to speak to me first,

And now her sword, which had been
dragging on the floor until just now,

Was properly held in her hand, pointing at me.

"Senior, if you're going to forfeit,
I recommend you do it now."

"..."

"...I'm sorry, but I can't show mercy—"

"...Pfft."

"...?"

"Puhuh... kukukuku..."

"...What do you find so amusing?"

Meeting her gaze, which was tinged with slight irritation,

I couldn't help but laugh continuously with nasal sounds.

Well, how could her arrogance be fixed so soon?

It would only be fixed after getting beaten to near death.

"At least she's not impudent, so that's fortunate."

"...What? What are you muttering about..."

"No, never mind. Let's just start quickly."

"...Ha, I clearly gave you a chance—"

"I'm also someone who values time quite highly."

"...Swish!!"

And so the third match began.

Ch.186 - The Third Duel (2)
Without flinching, we stared into each other's eyes as we settled into our stances.

Without waiting for the professor's command or any other signal, we stepped forward simultaneously.

"W-wait, not yet...!"

The professor's startled voice rang out, but neither of us had the slightest intention of stopping.

As I took a step forward, I began muttering an incantation under my breath. Suddenly, a blunt wooden dagger appeared in my previously empty hand—a wooden blade with an iron core inside.

I chose this weapon partly because I didn't want to injure my opponent in what was just a practice match. But more importantly, through countless experiences with various weapons, I'd found that this was always more effective than a real blade when it came to subduing opponents.

You can't easily beat someone with bladed weapons—even the slightest touch draws blood and causes serious injuries.

CLANG—

Sparks flew as wood and metal collided, and the blade sang out.

Despite the sound that should never come from weapons of these materials, my wooden sword—which should have been sliced in half long ago—was only slightly scratched and still perfectly usable.

She seemed to notice something strange about my wooden sword. Of course, there's no way a mere wooden blade could block a sword infused with mana.

"What...?"

Her face momentarily froze in confusion, but she quickly regained her composure and charged at me again. I parried her attack with admiration.

Honestly, with her pride, I thought she'd need more time to recover.

*I expected her to snap and yell about not being taken seriously.*

From the beginning, she had ostentatiously dragged a real sword into the training ground, while I had drawn this shabby wooden sword.

Naturally, anyone would feel disrespected in such a situation, but surprisingly, she showed no sign of being rattled. It must have been incredibly difficult to endure.

Of course, she might have been silently containing her anger, determined to completely crush me with her skills, but even after crossing swords with me several times, she persevered without giving in to frustration.

If she had been just a noble lady full of pride and vanity, she might have uttered some cliché line like, "H-how are you blocking my sword? You're cheating!"

And even if she wasn't that type, anyone who has held a sword knows the feeling of falling into the pit of defeat.

*My opponent is effortlessly parrying my earnest attacks despite being at a disadvantage?*

There's no better way to make someone feel the gap between themselves and their opponent, no better way to inflict humiliation.

Or more precisely, a sense of defeat—that feeling commonly known as inferiority.

Since all education begins with that dirty, petty sense of inferiority, I intended to properly bestow this feeling upon her today.

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG

The blade's cry rang out fiercely again, and by the time the duration of our previous match had passed, the person who finally retreated from the fierce dance of swords was, of course, her, not me.

No matter how much my strength and technique had diminished from before, with my physical advantage due to gender, I had no intention of losing to this inexperienced girl. Besides, there were many unexpected flaws in her swordsmanship.

"Huff... huff..."

Despite her well-defined lean muscles, her slender arms seemed to struggle with wielding that long sword continuously. Her breathing had become considerably rougher than before, and I graciously waited for her.

Well, I had only been parrying her sword strikes and occasionally tapping her joints, so I wasn't even sweating, let alone tired. I had plenty of time to wait for her.

Of course, her expression still looked like she'd bitten into something foul.

Whether she was annoyed that I didn't seem to be exerting much effort, or thought I was deliberately going easy on her, the composure had completely vanished from her face. As time passed, her breathing gradually steadied.

"Why don't you just end it? Time is precious, finish it quickly."

"...Honestly, I think the outcome is obvious..."

*Do they realize the purpose of this match is education when they say things like that?*

I heard Silvia and Isabella's voices from behind, but I ignored them and continued to wait for her. I could feel Professor Oliver watching me with approval.

To be fair, the matches involving everyone except me had been too short and one-sided to be considered educational. Our always-meticulous professor probably found that quite displeasing.

*Well, at least the mage side seems to have learned something—*

"You! Huff... where are you looking?!"

"...Oh."

Though she still looked exhausted, she seemed irritated that I wasn't focusing on her and was looking elsewhere. Gritting her teeth, she charged at me again.

Her rough, labored breathing was quite pitiful, but I had no intention of ending this so soon. Once again, I read her sword path, gracefully avoided it, and planted my fist into her abdomen.

There was no need to add anything more. The muscles I had developed through years of fighting were enough to wreak havoc on the stomach of a girl my age.

"Kuh... huk...!!"

Though it wasn't exactly a vital point, it was enough to momentarily stop her breathing. Her body curled up instinctively, and the mouth that had been exhaling rough breaths now only produced coughs and dry heaves.

If she had consistently trained her body, she wouldn't have been so helplessly overwhelmed, but unfortunately, the arrogance typical of nobles in this era was too prominent in her.

I won't deny that she had actual ability to back it up, but even that has its limits—for people who rely solely on their talent and remain stagnant instead of moving forward.

Fate always mocks such people and leaves them with trials. What good is determination alone when arrogance ruins all plans and success?

*Better to experience this now than face something more serious later.*

What's so embarrassing about doubling over and gasping in front of fewer than ten students and one professor, rather than a large audience?

If she doesn't fix this personality now, who knows what might happen to her later.

*But why is the professor, and everyone else, looking at me like that?*

"Kuh... huu..."

"...Are you alright? If not, maybe you should just give up—"

"Shut up!!"

"..."

"I'll never... never give up...!!"

Still gasping for breath, a single tear had formed in the corner of her eye, but she didn't wipe it away as she slowly rose to her feet.

Her legs nearly gave out several times, but each time she used her sword as a cane to barely stand up. Finally, her sword was pointed at me again.

"..."

"Huff... huff..."

Though she had managed to stand up with great difficulty, the impacts accumulated in her body hadn't disappeared. Even now, her legs had begun to tremble slightly, and the blade pointed at me was shaking as well.

*Maybe I was too harsh on her from the start, considering she's a woman?*

For a moment, I wondered if I'd gone too far. Seeing her wrists, now red and swollen from repeatedly being struck by my heavy wooden sword, I turned to the professor, intending to request that the match be stopped.

I had tapped her a few times intending to make her drop her sword, but if I pushed her this far, it was obvious she wouldn't be able to hold a sword later.

"Professor, I think we should—"

"Not yet."

"...Pardon?"

"I said it's not over yet."

But what came back was a refusal to stop the match. The professor's gaze was fixed on one spot, and following his line of sight, I too fixed my eyes there.

WOOOONG—

From the blade of her sword, which had been trembling and shaking just moments ago, a thin blue line had emerged.

"...Sword Thread?"

"Haha, magnificent! A Sword Thread at that age!"

She continued to close her eyes and mutter something, and with each utterance, the energy of the single thread rising from her sword grew stronger, as if signaling that this wasn't over yet.

"..."

"..."

And finally, after a long meditation, she opened her eyes, and I readjusted my grip on my sword.

Ch.187 - The Third Duel (End)
The Valentain Marquis family,

Commonly known as the family of playboys, this house, despite its trash-like reputation, wasn't particularly inferior in power compared to other noble families.

If anything, they might even be superior to others.

Well, they themselves didn't seem to overestimate their power, but at least within the Empire, there were hardly any families who wanted to make enemies of them.

Even among other marquis families.

Of course, any family in their right mind wouldn't want to antagonize an imperial marquis family, but they went to unusual lengths to avoid the Valentain family, making those unaware of the inside story wonder why.

"Avoid getting involved with the Valentain Marquis family if you can help it."

"...Forgive my impertinence, but may I ask why you say that, Lord Marquis?"

Many people asked, and even more were curious.

"...Those bastards are monsters. If I had to be specific... well, they're closer to sex demons."

"...What?"

"Anyway, when I say don't mess with them, don't go out of your way to provoke them."

And the answers they received were always the same.

***

Chiring—

A clear, pure sound erupted from the energy flowing from her sword, and at the same time, I took a step forward.

A small, crude wooden practice sword.

I adjusted my stance while feeling the rough bark surface with my entire grip, then lowered both arms and thrust my head forward.

A posture reminiscent of a sprinter's crouch—

Both arms lowered, making it difficult to react to attacks, with the center of gravity excessively forward, and the face, one of the body's vital points, exposed defensively.

But for someone like me with fairly good reaction speed, it was simply one of the stances that allowed me to launch attacks at maximum speed.

She finally opened her eyes completely.

A stream of light was still pouring relentlessly from her sword, and as I prepared to react immediately to any movement,

"...Thank you."

She said something I never expected to hear.

Thank me?
Me?

*...Why?*

***

In a comedy show I watched a long time ago, they would change the background to outer space whenever a character was shocked.

Honestly, I thought that effect was quite useless. I understood the intention was to express how surprised the character was, but using such CGI to express the emotion of surprise seemed a bit excessive to me.

I actually thought it made the production look cheap.

Even for someone like me who had been through thick and thin, it was hard to imagine being that surprised.

*...Did I do something deserving of thanks?*

But now, if I were to encounter that show again, I might think differently.

If my current state of mind were to be depicted as a landscape, the background would definitely be outer space.

For a moment, I wondered if I had misheard, but I'm not an idiot, and it's actually harder to mishear at such a close distance.

She had definitely thanked me, and her voice carried unmistakable sincerity.

It was impossible to imagine this was the same person who had been subtly looking down on me just moments ago.

I was quite bewildered by this unbelievable situation.

Look even now.

At her wrists, red, swollen, and trembling.

The only marks I had left on her skin, without any minor cuts or bloodstains.

I had controlled my strength to avoid breaking bones, but it would probably be quite difficult for her to even hold a sword with her strength.

As long as one has a human body, it's impossible to apply force to joints without muscles, and this would be especially critical for someone like her who already lacked strength.

And there were many other marks I had left on her.

Shins, elbows, shoulders, and so on.

I had specifically targeted all sorts of joints and bones, and although I hadn't broken any bones, it was enough to leave bluish-purple bruises on her porcelain-white skin.

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't find a reason for her to thank me, and since racking my brain wouldn't help the current situation, I decided to focus on her for now.

With that in mind, I turned my attention back to her.

Still expressionless—or more precisely, with a detached expression—she pointed her sword at me again and expressed her gratitude.

"Anyway, it's thanks to you that I've reached this level."

"...No, what did I—"

"Let me say in advance that my gratitude and the outcome of this match are separate matters."

With the implied message that she would definitely win, another fierce streak of light shot from her sword.

The professor, who had been watching us from a distance, was already captivated by her sword, and even the junior who had been brutally beaten by Silvia earlier was struggling to raise his bloodied face, focusing all his attention on her sword.

*...Well, they say it's a dream state for swordsmen.*

Drawing one's mana like a thread and using it like a sword.

Sword Thread.

The professor had certainly called it that when looking at her, and I knew enough about it to understand how impossible what she was doing now was.

Only two Sword Masters in the entire Empire.

Those who could make the impossible possible with just a single sword were the dream of every knight and swordsman, and to reach that level, there were certain steps one had to go through.

One of them was precisely this—drawing mana like a thread and maintaining it with the hardness of steel—the Sword Thread, and I'd heard that many swordsmen dedicated their entire lives just to draw a single such thread.

Of course, those with genius talent might find this easy, but considering she was only 16 years old, it was no exaggeration to say she had achieved something remarkable at such a young age.

No, perhaps "remarkable achievement" doesn't do it justice.

As far as I knew, there was no student in any class except Class A who could draw a Sword Thread like her.

...Even though she seemed to think she had gained this power simply because of me.

Looking at her now, anyone would confidently declare:

"A sword prodigy has appeared at the Academy!!"

...If only her personality would change a little, there would be nothing more to wish for.

Crude swordsmanship could be fixed with training, and even physical limitations could be overcome with dedicated effort over time, but her personality needed to change quickly.

It's not wrong to believe in one's abilities, but that's only acceptable when it's confidence, not overconfidence.

Excessive self-assurance would only bring her trouble.

"I'll end this quickly. I don't have a hobby of toying with others."

Her tone suggested she was doing me a favor just this once.

Even though I had patiently waited while she did nothing but meditate, she already seemed certain of her victory in this match.

Her eyes overflowed with a composure that hadn't been there before, and seeing her like this, I inwardly sighed deeply.

If only that personality could be fixed, she would really be quite a useful talent...

*But I'm sure the professor will handle it somehow.*

If anyone could be trusted, it was Professor Oliver.

He wouldn't have entrusted this task to me and them if he didn't have a plan, and although she probably didn't know it, he was already praised among commoners as the Academy's only uncorrupt professor.

He wouldn't do anything that wouldn't benefit her future.

That's how much he cared about his students.

*So what I need to do now is...*

"...Why are you looking at me like that? You'll be collapsing soon anyway."

To decisively defeat and temper this kid who not only trusted but overestimated her abilities.

From ancient times, the way to eliminate arrogance and conceit has always started with cracking one's overconfidence in their abilities.

And no matter how much she had reached the level of drawing a Sword Thread, I didn't have the slightest thought that I would lose to her.

As I mentioned earlier, her swordsmanship was quite crude.

No matter how powerful the energy emanating from her sword, I had never considered losing to such poorly-grounded swordsmanship.

"Won't you surrender?"

"No, I don't plan to."

"...Don't blame me then!!"

Paaaaang—

After our brief exchange while facing each other in ready stances, the sound of air being cut suddenly echoed through the training ground, and just before her sword reached me,

I saw it.
The corners of her mouth curving upward.
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She didn't seem particularly pleased.

Ch.188 - Why Me Again?
My wrists were throbbing with pain.

The joints that had been beaten by the wooden sword started to creak in all directions, and my legs began to tremble uncontrollably.

For the first time, the feeling of defeat took root in my mind. Me, who had never been outmatched by more than ten successors in the line of succession.

*Am I losing? Here of all places?*

Of course, I had never specifically honed my combat skills since I had no intention of becoming the successor.

But if someone asked me to choose something I was confident in, I would have confidently chosen swordsmanship.

Whether it was fortunate or unfortunate to be born into the Valentine family, my father was exceptionally strong even within the Empire, and I, having inherited his blood, showed superior skills compared to others my age.

When was it that I had overwhelmed one of the family knights with a wooden sword?

The knight hadn't held back at all during the match, nor had he shown any mercy just because I was from the main family.

*Huff... huff...*

*"Haha, I lost, young lady."*

*"It was just practice, uncle! Why were you so serious?"*

*"I was concerned about you."*

*"About me?"*

*"Of course, you might not be interested in the successor position, but..."*

*"..."*

*"Some of your siblings aren't like that."*

*"So?"*

*"Especially the eldest young lady and young master are quite ambitious."*

*"..."*

*"To the point where they would eliminate anyone who might stand in their way."*

*"..."*

*"If you can't even defeat someone like me, I thought it would be safer for you to live quietly, but..."*

*"Hehe, but I won, didn't I?"*

*"Yes, I was completely defeated... hahaha!!"*

I was only thirteen at the time.

Whether I liked it or not, my position in the family grew stronger, and despite my own wishes not being considered at all, I somehow became one of the leading candidates for succession.

*Maybe if I become the head first, then I can change things...*

Of course, I once harbored such thoughts, but now I didn't have the slightest desire to become the family head. Even if I did, it would only restrict my freedom. I realized it wasn't a fundamental solution.

*So... I've come this far...!!*

I gripped my trembling wrist again and raised my sword, looking straight into the eyes of the man who had reduced me to this state.

Eyes without any light in them.

I shivered momentarily at those eerily dark, deep eyes, but soon that feeling was replaced by cold anger and irritation.

No one had ever treated me like this before. No, no one could have!

For the first time in my life, I felt an immense humiliation throughout my body, and I embraced that humiliation, defeat, and inferiority with my entire being.

As frustrating as it was, with the realization that I couldn't defeat that man right now, I focused all my attention on my sword for the first time in my life, and soon transformed even that sense of inferiority into my own strength.

Woooong—

I heard the beautiful blue blade singing, and when a dazzlingly beautiful beam of light rose from my sword, I felt an indescribable sense of achievement.

It was a valuable result obtained for the first time by someone who had hardly ever put in effort.

Although it was quite impressive for a first attempt, that wasn't what mattered to me right now.

I needed the confidence that I could defeat the man standing before me with this.

In a way, I owed this achievement partly to that man, so I decided to give him one last chance—a chance to walk out of the training ground with his dignity intact, out of respect for my senior.

Though I felt grateful, I still couldn't let go of my arrogance inside. Of course, I didn't realize it myself.

*I was trying to be considerate... fine then!!*

And so he rejected my offer.

I thought he deserved a taste of bitterness, and I swung my sword.

I didn't want to waste any more time, so I attacked with the intention of ending everything with this strike.

"Nine Moonlit Swords" Third Form: Crescent Moon Slash

*Huh?*

And not long after, my world was turned upside down in an instant.

***

CLANG!!

The duel ended with the sound of metal breaking against metal, and I saw the professor rushing over from a distance.

Probably because she had suddenly fainted.

"Hmm, fortunately she seems fine on the outside..."

"..."

"Still, we should send her with the medical team when they arrive, just to be safe."

I felt the professor's gaze briefly pass over me, but since I was the one who had made her faint, I couldn't say anything.

And honestly, I was the first person to make an opponent faint, including Silvia and Isabella.

*Silvia probably would have been better off if her opponent had fainted too.*

I looked at her face, which appeared to be peacefully sleeping with no visible problems.

Her body was drenched in sweat, and several strands of hair were stuck to her face, soaked with perspiration.

Her wrists were red and swollen, looking like they needed immediate first aid, and her torn clothes showed just how grueling the duel had been for her.

I gently moved the hair away from her eyes, worried it might poke them.

It was something I would never have done normally—an action I would have found too embarrassing—but it was my way of apologizing to her.

Given her personality, she probably wouldn't show much reaction even after waking up, but even I thought that my attack might have been a bit too much for her to handle.

Well, I had certainly held back, and it wasn't an attack aimed directly at her in the first place.

The problem wasn't with my attack but with hers.

Although sword threads are close to a certain level of mastery, they're fundamentally based on mana.

In other words, when I forcibly diverted the flow of her attack—an attack filled with pure, highly concentrated mana—the recoil returned entirely to her, and that impact was certainly not small.

Judging by the amount of mana contained in her blade, it was enough to break an adult man's arm.

Her wrists had already seemed unstable when our swords clashed, so I could only hope that her arms hadn't been damaged.

*I don't want to make her unable to hold a sword, after all.*

"All duels are now concluded. I trust no one has any objections?"

"Yes."

Although it ended on an uncomfortable note, Professor Oliver seemed to think it was enough to humble the arrogant juniors, so he announced that there would be no more classes today.

Everyone present agreed with his decision.

After all, I had disliked coming here from the beginning, and Silvia had only followed because she wanted to see the juniors' skills firsthand.

As for Isabella... I wasn't sure, but at least no one in this training ground wanted to continue the class.

Well, that was limited to "those who were still conscious," of course.

"Then you're all dismissed for today. I'll guide the medical team when they arrive."

"He's telling us to leave, so shall we go?"

Silvia urged me as if there was nothing more to see here.

If she wanted to leave so badly, she could have gone by herself—I didn't understand why she insisted on taking me along.

Well, I didn't have any reason to stay either, so I wouldn't have minded being led out by her, but...

Something felt off about leaving like this.

*I've really softened up.*

I might not have beaten her as severely as I would have in the past, but to walk away nonchalantly after leaving a girl my age in that state...

*It feels... wrong?*

"Sniff... sniff..."

"..."

I definitely felt reluctant to just leave.

"Hmm? What's that paper for?"

"Nothing. I'm done. Let's go."

The sound of a pen scratching against paper was briefly heard.

***

And so we walked out of the training ground, where we were greeted by the warm sunlight still shining brightly.

The dazzling rays made me squint, and oblivious to my discomfort, Silvia had been tugging at my arm persistently.

It was rather uncomfortable...

If she had something to discuss with me, I wished she would just say it clearly.

Well, she might have had some complaint against me, but no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't recall doing anything wrong to her today.

Unless she was looking to pick a fight for no reason, I could only assume she had some business with me.

"Do you have something you need from me?"

"What?"

She seemed surprised that I would ask so directly, and a rare look of bewilderment crossed her face.

But I didn't have a habit of taking the long way around when a direct solution was available. Besides, I disliked complexity.

"Hmm... you're quite perceptive."

"I see you've dropped the formal speech as well."

"Though it's only for a moment, there's no one around us right now."

For a second, I thought of Isabella who had been following us until just now, but she was still back there talking with the professor.

Indeed, there was absolutely no one around us.

Honestly, I had expected at least one paparazzi-like figure to be waiting by now.

With an imperial noble lady and the Elven Princess in one place, I thought that would be the least of our concerns.

But judging by her calm demeanor, it seemed there really was no surveillance personnel in the vicinity.

If anyone would notice the presence of humans, it would be her, with her sensitivity to other races.

"Besides, I have no reason to speak formally to you in the first place."

"I see."

"Of course, you certainly deserve respect... if you want, I could—"

"No, that's fine."

"You're always quick to refuse in situations like this."

Isn't that obvious?

Even though I was somewhat acquainted with her, the idea of a mere not-even-a-count like me having a casual conversation with the Princess of the Elves...

It would be news that would drive the higher-ups crazy, and the fallout would inevitably reach me.

"Well, I do have something to discuss with you."

"..."

"Actually..."

"Jenison!!"

Just as her lips began to move, a voice called out from behind me.

It took me a moment to realize that the voice was very familiar to my ears.

"Sorry, can I borrow him?"

"Lady Sino? What are you suddenly—"

"W-wait, what?!"

"My father wants you to come quickly!!"

Suddenly? Why again?!

Ch.189 - My Head Started To Ache.
Meanwhile, around the time the children were fighting in the training grounds.

Well, to be honest, I'm not sure if what they were doing could really be called fighting.

Anyway, while the children were each spending their time in their own way,

Duke Charlotte was alone, staring out the window of the mansion.

Just moments ago, his secretary had scolded him to get some work done, but

Surprisingly, he was pretending not to have heard any of it and continued staring out the window.

"D-Duke, please attend to your work now..."

"Oh, I'm sorry, but I still have much to think about."

"..."

And the one handling his work instead was none other than the secretary who had just been there.

Well, to outsiders, they might not look like they had an employer-employee relationship at all.

Since the two had known each other for so long,

They tended to be comfortable with each other when alone.

Of course, the secretary was still the one insisting that he couldn't possibly do that, always speaking formally,

But at the very least, the Duke trusted him the most among his close associates,

And would sometimes share things he couldn't easily tell others,

Subtly seeking consultation or advice.

The Duke wasn't worried at all about secrets leaking from his mouth.

Just as the secretary had observed him for a long time,
He too had observed the secretary for equally long,

The secretary knew how the Duke dealt with traitors,

And if he knew, he would never be careless with his words,

Because there was a firm belief in a kind of fear.

That's why he occasionally confided in him when troubled,

And the topics were quite diverse.

Sometimes he had asked how to educate his daughter,

Other times he inquired about tax issues in the territory,

And he had even entrusted him with cleaning up the family's "rats" on several occasions.

"Hmmmm..."

*Please... please don't say anything!*

And every time this happened, his secretary was always in a difficult position.

Having his boss, someone well-known throughout the country,

Consult him about problems was quite burdensome,

And he always asked questions at unexpected times.

Yes, just like now.

"Gustang?"

"Haah..."

Leisurely sitting by the window, enjoying the warm sunlight,

He sighed involuntarily at the sound of the Duke calling his name,

And though he quickly covered his mouth, it was already too late.

A skilled assassin would never miss even such a small detail.

"Hmm? Why the sigh? In front of me, no less. Do you want to be arrested for disrespect—"

"No, sir!! Please continue!!"

If it had been someone else, he might have been able to smoothly brush it off as nothing,

But knowing that such tactics would never work with his lord,

He bowed his head without any objection.

Since the Duke had always been mischievous,

Sometimes he felt too familiar,

But Gustang knew.

Behind that gentle and friendly smile,

How much caution and care those around him needed to exercise.

Have you heard the saying about falling into "seryon"?

Seryon means gentle ripples. In other words, falling into gentle waves.

If you're hearing this for the first time, you might not understand.

Gentle waves might seem like ripples caused by throwing a small stone,

So why would someone fall into them and be helpless?

Some might hear this and dismiss it as nonsense,

While others might joke that it's an exaggeration.

And Gustang, too, was once one of those people.

*Like hell! That's only for those who haven't met the lord!*

He still often found himself startled when facing Charlotte,

And for the same reason.

Others don't know.

How many blades are hidden in that tongue.

How much information is uncovered with just one glance from those eyes.

How much blood has stained those unrestrained hands, how many necks have been severed.

Perhaps only Gustang, who had served him for so long, knew,

But he was more frightening than the public thought.

Master of the underworld?
Shadow supporting the imperial family?

Another king ruling in the dark underworld?

What use were all those titles?

In reality, he didn't even care about such things.

Well, among the ignorant nobles...

*Charlotte? Hmm... not bad, but compared to other ducal families...*

*If I had to compare, Renuel or Reinhardt would be...*

*Bah! Reinhardt should be cut off soon...*

Such words were indeed circulating,

But Gustang inwardly guaranteed that the people saying those things

Were making the most foolish, stupid, and regrettable choices.

Because in his mind, the Charlotte ducal family was a snake.

A venomous snake, coiled and quietly waiting for its time.

He thought that Duke Charlotte, who rarely stayed in the mansion more than anyone else,

Couldn't possibly be unaware of the rumors spreading in society,

Which meant he knew but pretended not to.

The infamous reputation of the Charlotte ducal family in society, that is.

*Perhaps someday he'll clean up all those who spread such rumors at once...*

"Gustang?"

"Y-Yes?!"

"Hmm... have you not been listening to me all this time?"

"Ah, that... well..."

"Hmm... then I'll ask once more."

It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Someone who normally never forgave even the smallest mistake,

Today, perhaps in an unusually good mood,

Had offered to give him one more chance.

*I must... I must give the best answer!!*

"If the Reinhardt ducal family were to disappear, can you predict how the empire's economy would change?"

*Oh, for crying out loud.*

He gave up on thinking.

***

In an instant, after closing and opening my eyes,

The surroundings had completely changed.

The Charlotte family mansion, where I had been staying until recently.

Despite the considerable distance from the Academy to here,

She had brought me all the way here just by holding my hand once.

*Is it spatial magic? Or something like a simple portal...*

"This way."

As I felt the carpet beneath my feet, confirming this wasn't an illusion,

She pulled my arm and strode forward,

And my body had no choice but to be dragged along by her.

Well, if it was just about strength, it wouldn't be difficult to break free,

But there was no particular reason to push her away,

And although the distance between us seemed to have narrowed quite a bit,

It was an understandable situation.

She had always been this type of person.

"Why did Duke Charlotte—"

"Shh..."

As I felt awkward being quietly dragged by her hand,

I tried to make some conversation,

But what came back was not an answer but a clicking of the tongue,

And she, who had been pulling my arm, was suddenly looking back at my face.

"...?"

"Isn't it about time we started speaking casually to each other?"

No, what kind of relationship do we have?

We've hardly had any private conversations,

We just met at the Royal Palace recently, exchanged a few words, and acted together a bit...

*I guess we did spend more time together than I thought?*

"I thought we had become a bit closer now..."

"...Eh?"

"Was I the only one who thought so?"

Yes, you were the only one who thought so.

That's what I wanted to say, but

Seeing her suddenly starting to tear up,

I suddenly felt like a criminal,

And I found myself glancing around nervously.

Checking if there were any servants watching this scene.

After all, inside the Charlotte family mansion,

It wouldn't look good for Lady Charlotte to be crying

In front of a man who appeared to be around her age, whom they serve.

Moreover, if this news reached the Duke...

For a moment, thinking about how the Duke, who was rumored to be so devoted to his daughter that he was called a daughter-obsessed father, would react if he knew this,

I felt chills all over my body.

"...No, first, don't cry here—"

"Speak."

As I was about to suggest that if she was going to cry, she should do it somewhere other than this wide-open corridor,

Her gaze changed again.

It was such a dramatic change that her eyes, which had been moist until just now, seemed to dry up instantly.

"Speak casually to me. We're the same age, aren't we?"

"..."

"I don't understand why you speak so formally to others when it's not necessary."

I responded with silence. Truly, perfect silence.

Knowing that no answer would come from my mouth,

She once again blurted out her own assumptions.

"Well... it doesn't seem like there's any psychological reason..."

"..."

"Is there a reason you want to keep your distance from others by speaking formally?"

There was.
I just didn't want to talk about it.

"No answer? You don't have to answer if you don't want to."

"..."

"But could you at least speak casually with me?"

"..Alright."

"What?"

"...Alright, I will."

Only then did she smile as if satisfied,

And I somehow felt a headache coming on.

"Come on, Dad is in this room!"

Ch.190 - The One Above (1)
The time briefly flowed back to the past.

It was a rare moment when Duke Charlotte was staying at the mansion for a short while. Someone had the audacity to knock on the door of the Duke who was trying to rest.

"Phew... this is the right thing to do... yes."

It was Aria Reinhardt, with her black hair that could never belong to the Charlotte family.

Shortly after Jenison had arrived here, for some unknown reason, she who rarely showed herself outside her room had finally made an appearance today.

And of all places, at the head of the family's room.

When she first appeared and sought out the Duke's room, the servants around her, including the head butler, were visibly flustered.

No matter that she was a guest in this mansion, they couldn't just send her to their master without knowing her purpose.

"Um... the Duke is currently resting, so if you have any business, we could relay it..."

"No, I need to speak with him directly."

"Uh... well..."

"If you just tell me where he is, I won't breathe a word about you telling me."

If Aria's status had been ordinary, they would have blocked her with all their might, but officially, her status was still that of a noble lady.

And not just any noble lady, but one from one of the four great houses, equal to the Charlotte ducal family.

No matter that she was currently a guest, she was not someone mere servants could stop.

Faced with her insistence that she must meet him, they had no choice but to reveal his location.

"Is... is it really okay to send her to the master like this?"

"That's... correct, even though the master himself acknowledged her as a guest of the mansion..."

"He hates having his rest disturbed more than anything..."

"What can we do? We can't possibly stop her..."

So they just watched from a distance, anxiously, like parents watching their five-year-old child on an errand, worried they might get hurt.

*Why are they staring at me like that?*

Of course, they were keeping their positions in case Duke Charlotte, disturbed from his rest, might fly into a rage.

But to Aria, who had already noticed their gazes early on, it only felt like pressure. Even though she was just going to provide an answer to the Duke's question.

*Sigh... haaa*

Still, she couldn't help feeling nervous. After all, her opponent was a Duke from one of the four great houses.

She had no idea what kind of rhetoric and behavior he might use to pressure her.

Taking a deep breath, she was about to knock on the door when she noticed the servants who had been watching her were acting strangely.

They were making a commotion as if something serious had happened, almost like witnessing the outbreak of a war.

She wondered about this briefly, but soon collected herself and slowly approached the door.

Knock, knock.

Exactly twice. No more, no less. And as soon as she knocked, the door that she hadn't even touched creaked open by itself.

"...!"

"Enter."

Along with the Duke's voice, which somehow sounded quite angry, what appeared at the door were small, cute black dolls.

Aria thought it unlikely that these dolls had opened the door for her, so she looked around, but there was no sign of the Duke anywhere, and his voice continued to come from inside.

"It hasn't been long, since you're staying in my house."

"G-Good day, Duke."

Following the voice further inside, she found the Duke sitting in a chair welcoming her, and beside him was an old man who looked somewhat sorrowful, busily organizing documents.

*Is he... handling paperwork for the Duke?*

"Lady Aria?"

"Ah, yes...!"

For reasons she couldn't guess, the Duke's voice carried considerable anger that he wasn't trying to hide, which in itself made Aria tense up again.

Seeing her, the Duke made a "hmm" sound, removing the anger from his voice as he rested his chin on his hand.

Swoosh, thud.

Just like before, a chair from far away moved by itself without anyone touching it, and settled behind Aria's knees as if telling her to sit down.

"Before I ask what brings you here, let me ask one thing."

"Yes?"

"Have you brought the answer?"

"..."

"If not, I'm a bit busy right now, so perhaps we could talk later..."

"The answer...!"

"...?"

"I've brought it."

"...Is that so?"

With the Duke's satisfied smile, the door creaked shut again.

***

The door, which still looked extravagant beyond measure every time I saw it—so magnificent that calling it splendid would be an understatement—seemed to declare that only something of its caliber could be called a door of the ducal family.

Behind it was Duke Charlotte, who had summoned me.

"Well, I'll leave you here!"

"Aren't you coming in with me?"

"...me?"

"...you?"

"I can't, Dad only gave permission for you to enter!"

Before I could even respond, she made a snorting sound and disappeared somewhere, likely using that mysterious magic of hers. I wasn't particularly worried since it was obvious.

*Why is speaking casually so uncomfortable...*

Even though my current physical age is the same as hers, I've been strictly educated in proper etiquette since long ago.

So speaking casually like this wasn't familiar to me, and since I've lived several decades longer than her, speaking informally was quite difficult.

Even if it seemed like normal behavior to others, it just wouldn't come naturally to me.

*Sigh... should I practice in secret?*

Come to think of it, Ella was also around my age, if I remember correctly...

*Should I try speaking casually to her when I return?*

Since we have a servant-master relationship to begin with, there wouldn't be any awkwardness if I started speaking more comfortably now.

Of course, I'd have to endure some discomfort in the process of speaking casually, but it was time I started adapting to it.

*I don't care about the others, but I'd like to speak more comfortably with Albert.*

As I was thinking about Albert's face, who has always been so good to me, the door creaked open as if tired of waiting.

"...!"

"Oh, come in?"

"...!!"

The doll, which seemed to be urging me to hurry inside, was an added bonus.

As soon as I entered, I could feel how spacious it was—at least three times the size of my academy dormitory room.

It was enough to make me wonder what one would do in such a large room.

*Even the Reinhardt Duke's room was smaller than this, wasn't it?*

As I was looking around in slight amazement, the doll that had opened the door earlier now grabbed my pant leg and started pulling.

"...!!"

"I'm coming, no need to be like that."

For a small, cute pink rabbit doll, it had quite the temper. Even now, it was tapping my leg as if telling me to hurry up.

Following the doll's guidance deeper into the room, I finally began to sense someone's presence.

Just as I thought, *They must be over there*, that presence was suddenly felt right behind me.

Sure enough, when I turned around, the person standing before me was Duke Charlotte, still showing that eerily pleasant smile.

"I heard you called for me."

"Yes, I did call for you."

"May I ask why?"

Somehow, I couldn't explain it, but I've always found his type extremely uncomfortable.

The kind of person who seems like they're hiding a hundred snakes in their belly, who can smoothly laugh off anything you say.

Such people are the hardest for me to deal with because I can't properly read their true intentions.

It would be easier to face someone whose actions speak louder than words.

At least then, if they attack first, no one would complain if I subdued them in response.

"Hmm... first, please sit comfortably. This conversation might take a while."

With a snap of his fingers, a chair from far away moved by itself behind me.

Caught off guard, my knees hit the chair, and I had no choice but to plop down onto it.

"Ah, would you like some refreshments?"

"I won't refuse if you're offering."

"Good, at your age, one should eat plenty... Gustang?"

"Yes, Duke."

"Go bring some refreshments that children of this age would enjoy."

"Yes, I shall obey your command."

"And once you've finished that, you may take a short res—"

"I'll be right back!!!!"

Before the Duke could finish speaking, the old man, moving at a speed unbelievable for his age, dashed out of the room.

It was obvious that this was less about offering me refreshments and more about clearing away any listening ears.

Which meant that now came the main point—a secret conversation that couldn't be easily shared with others.

"Hmm... to be precise... it wasn't I who called for you."

"...?"

"It was someone higher up."

Ch.191 - The One Above (2)
In the Empire, those above the rank of Duke, especially those from the Four Great Houses, were extremely rare.

At minimum, they would be related to the Imperial family, or even further, of Imperial blood.

Otherwise, there was no way someone like Duke Charlotte would refer to them as his superior.

After all, he was the kind of person who could ignore most requests unless they came from someone deeply involved with the Imperial family.

There were only two possibilities to consider...

But when it came to the Charlotte ducal family, things were different.

Since ancient times, Charlotte had always served only the Imperial family, no one else.

So in the end, there was only one possibility left:

Someone from the Imperial family wanted to see me.

"Excuse me..."

"Hmm? Speak up."

"Could that superior possibly be His Majesty the Emperor...?"

And among them, the most likely person would be the Emperor, who had shown an unusual amount of interest in me until recently.

Surely the Princess, who still maintained a strange distance from me, wouldn't call for me through someone else's mouth like this.

And the First Prince, with whom I had no acquaintance, wouldn't have called for me either...

"Wait a minute."

Come to think of it, I remember Ella mentioning recently that strange rumors had started circulating in the streets.

Something about the First Prince suddenly expanding his influence?

Indeed, unless he was planning treason, there would be no need for such actions.

"Though treason seems unlikely... perhaps it's a succession competition?"

Well, honestly, it feels like he's only now starting to make moves on his own.

But regardless, it seemed true that the current First Prince was gathering capable talents.

There were numerous eyewitness accounts of people coming and going from the First Prince's palace.

And they were carrying all sorts of valuables and what appeared to be bribes.

"Isn't it too late to start building power now?"

This might be inappropriate to say, but the dynamics of the Imperial succession competition were already clearly established.

Of course, the Emperor didn't have just those children.

Princess Kiana was also definitely one of those who inherited the current Emperor's blood.

And though he'd been quiet lately, there was also the Second Prince who had once been deeply immersed in women and alcohol.

Well... unless the Emperor had gone mad, he wouldn't hand over his position to the Second Prince who was rumored to indulge in women and alcohol in distant lands.

Unless someone else came forward claiming to be of Imperial blood, the confrontation between the First Prince and the Princess would likely continue.

"And the Princess probably isn't interested in succession anyway."

This might just be my assumption, but she always used to praise her brother, saying he was more impressive than herself.

Perhaps she doesn't have much interest in the Emperor's position.

If she had truly been serious about the Emperor's position, she would never have acted to boost the reputation of her competitor, no matter how close they were.

"Ah, no. The person who called for you this time is His Highness the First Prince."

"...The First Prince wants to see me?"

"Yes, somehow he spotted you coming to my house and asked about it."

"..."

"For some reason, he asked me to establish a connection between you two."

I can state with certainty that in this life, I've had no contact whatsoever with the First Prince.

I've done nothing to attract his attention, nor have I done anything to offend him.

Even though I'm in the same Class A as his sister, the Princess, that alone wouldn't be enough for an Imperial Prince to reach out to me first.

Absolutely not.

"...May I ask the reason?"

"Hmm... I don't know the details myself, but he definitely said something like this."

"...?"

"That he could offer you much more than his sister... I mean, the Princess."

...His sister?
Offer me?

Hearing such unexpected words, I raised my head in surprise.

I saw the Duke stroking his chin thoughtfully, trying to figure out what those words meant, just as I was.

"...What does that mean?"

"I don't know either. Did you secretly join the Princess's faction without my knowledge?"

I almost blurted out, "No, she would rather avoid being associated with me," but managed to hold it back.

At the same time, I immediately examined his expression, but he didn't seem to be lying at all.

His current expression was definitely not that of someone telling a lie.

"...So the First Prince really said such things?"

No matter how I thought about it, it didn't seem like a man of the First Prince's stature would say such things carelessly.

Even if he had no such intention, what he just said could easily be misunderstood as telling me to abandon his sister, the Princess, and join him for greater benefits.

Besides, I've never joined the Princess's faction.

Truly, the current relationship between the Princess and me couldn't be described as particularly good.

If anything, it was more like we weren't on good terms.

At the very least, we weren't close enough to discuss factions and allegiances.

"Recently, we've only exchanged a few conversations at the Royal Palace, nothing more..."

"Hmm... so you have no idea why His Highness the First Prince would say such things?"

"...No, I don't know where this misunderstanding comes from, but..."

"So the rumor about you becoming the Princess's person is...?"

"...I've never done anything that would cause such rumors to spread."

"Hmmmm..."

What's with that suspicious hum?

"No, it's not that I don't believe you..."

"...Is there something you want to say?"

"Hmm, yes. It's probably faster to just ask the person directly."

I was starting to get curious about what he wanted to ask with such a serious face.

What could I possibly have done to make both the Imperial First Prince and Duke Charlotte think I was the Princess's person?

"Whatever it is, clearing up such misunderstandings quickly would be beneficial for me..."

"When I briefly spoke with His Majesty the Emperor before, he definitely referred to you as 'the fellow who will become my son-in-law'..."

"..."

So it wasn't a misunderstanding?
Good grief.

***

"...He left?"

"Duke, you're quite mischievous... haha."

"What did I do? I only repeated what I heard."

After the conversation between Jenison and the Duke ended,

Jenison left with a sigh, clutching his head as if it ached,

And in the room that should have had only one person, two voices could still be heard...

It was none other than the voice of Gustav, who had gone outside earlier to set up refreshments.

"Oh my, all these refreshments I brought are now unnecessary."

"You can distribute them among the servants later."

"If you say so, I'll do that. But..."

"...Hmm?"

"Couldn't you have... told him?"

"...You were listening?"

"I'm sorry... I wasn't sure when to join your conversation, so..."

"Well, it's fine. If it were someone else, I would have killed them immediately, but..."

You're quite capable.

Realizing that those words were not mere bluster, Gustav felt his heart race intensely for the first time in a long while.

Today, he wanted to praise himself for his versatility.

"Thank goodness... God hasn't abandoned this old man yet!"

"Hmm... going back to your question... you asked if I didn't need to tell him?"

"Ah... no, I think I was being presumptuous—"

"I deliberately chose not to tell him."

The thought that immediately came to Gustav's white-haired head was:

"...Why?"

Curiosity.

"Haha, you... should practice hiding your expressions a bit better."

"Ah... no, this is...!"

"You're curious, aren't you? Why I didn't tell him that his sister will inherit the Reinhardt family."

"..."

As mentioned before, Gustav is a rather passive character.

Someone who prefers to live a thin, long life rather than a thick, short one.

His instincts were screaming at him not to go any further,

But this time, he decided to overcome his instincts.

After all, he had nearly died once already just now...

Telling himself that asking such a question wouldn't kill him.

"...It might be the foolishness of old age, but I am curious."

"It's simple. Too simple, in fact."

"...?"

"It's just that it hasn't been announced yet, but the Reinhardt family is officially criminal."

"..."

"Both the head of the family and the eldest son... traces of demonic energy were felt from all of them."

"..."

"At this rate, they certainly won't escape severe punishment."

"...Then what about Lady Aria—"

"No, at least no traces of demonic energy were felt from that young lady. If they had been, she would have been caught when the bishop came."

"..."

"So honestly, I hoped that young lady would abandon her family."

For someone with such brilliant talent as Aria, it would be too wasteful to disappear into obscurity because of her family's disgrace.

"I even hoped she might become a member of our family."

"..."

"And then I was greatly betrayed like this, hahaha!!"

Duke Charlotte still remembered.

Aria Reinhardt... the actions she took when she came to see him.

"...Is this your answer? Kneeling before me like this?"

"...I'm sorry, but I simply cannot abandon my family."

"...You'll be caught up in it, in a wave too big for you to withstand."

"..."

"Is preserving the family name more important than preserving your life?"

"..."

"If you just endure this once, everything else would work out well... why?"

"...because."

"...?"

"I... don't want to let the Reinhardt family that I've watched since childhood disappear."

Aria Reinhardt.
She too was a Reinhardt.

A family of knights and guardians who cut down monsters.

She was a member of such a Reinhardt family.

"...Is that all? You'll walk a thorny path just for such a reason?"

"...Yes."

"...Both siblings are out of their minds."

After seeing such eyes, how could anyone say no?

"As you know... that young lady showed her determination then."

"..."

"And I don't want to see that brilliant determination fade because of someone with great power."

"..."

"It would be different if they were pushing her forward, encouraging her."

At that moment, Gustav recalled.

That Jenison would surely take Aria's side right now, and

What would happen if someone who could dismember monsters single-handedly and had the Emperor's favor went all out.

"Besides, if she can't revive the family on her own, it's obvious she'll be pointed at again."

"..."

"She wouldn't want that either."

"..."

"And since Jenison is no longer part of that family, we have no obligation to tell him."

"..."

"While we should keep in mind the possibility of the Reinhardt family being exterminated..."

"..."

"Well, don't worry too much. She'll manage well."

"...I understand, Master."

"That aside, we should do our part, shouldn't we?"

With that, their long conversation ended.

And in front of him, who had not touched a single document since coming to this mansion,

Numerous stacks of papers began to pile up with a thud.

"So... this is all of it..."

"Yes, as you instructed, these are investigations of all suspicious movements in the vicinity."

"Right, these kinds of things should be handled by older people."

Because it's the duty of life's seniors to pave the way.

Ch.192 - The One Above (End)
The children's laughter echoed through the village, never seeming to end. With the brilliant red sunset glowing behind it, the village looked especially beautiful today.

"So anyway, that's when I said...!"

"Reina, more drinks over here!!"

"Ah, yes!! Coming right away!!"

People who had finished their modest daily work were tilting their glasses together, talking loudly.

"You worked hard today, honey."

"What are you saying? You had it harder, staying home all day taking care of the kids."

"Hehe... you always know just what to say~"

A wife warmly welcomed her husband who had worked all day, and the husband affectionately treated his wife who had waited for him, unable to rest her tired body while smiling all day.

"Hey, don't even think about skipping out today. All our friends gathered because of you."

"But... I still think alcohol isn't really for me—"

"Ah, come on! You're a man, aren't you? Just shut up and follow me!"

"W-wait a second, ugh!"

There were also teenagers enjoying small escapes from adult supervision.

It was a scene that perfectly embodied the word "harmony."

But bringing calamity to this harmonious, even blissful village wasn't difficult at all.

"Aah, how annoying."

"What's wrong, Your Majesty?"

A beautiful, delicate voice resonated across the sky that was darker than dark, followed by the blind devotion in a man's voice.

"I don't know? I'm just annoyed."

"How dare!! If you tell me what's causing Your Majesty's annoyance, I'll immediately!!"

The man started making squealing noises like a pig, not even knowing what was causing the woman's irritation.

Of course, in his mind, he was trying his best to improve his "queen's" mood by flattering and fawning over her.

But the woman, flying through the sky with a seductive smile, found even that extremely displeasing.

Well, the main reason was his appearance, but also because his gaze revealed nothing but lust.

Hiding her disgust at his stare, she clicked her tongue softly and looked down once more at the village in the distance.

Gazes full of affection, harmony, and friendship.

All those gazes blending together to create a beautiful happiness that naturally evoked jealousy in those who witnessed it.

"Your Majesty, you don't look well today..."

"Tsk."

"Indeed, you're still annoyed? Let me immediately...!!"

Still not knowing his place, the man's face flushed red as he glanced at the woman's chest while drawing his sword.

The woman frowned once more.

If her earlier annoyance stemmed from others' harmony, the irritation now blooming in her heart came from disgust, making the difference in magnitude all too clear.

"Tell me, what has disturbed Your Majesty's mood?!!"

"Hmm... first, that village."

As if she'd finally thought of something interesting, the woman's fingertip pointed at the village she had been contentedly observing.

Simultaneously, dozens of wings behind her charged toward the village.

"You mean that village?!"

"Yes, that's right~"

"I'll advance immediately and raze the entire village—!!"

"And you're annoying me too."

"...You mean me?"

Whether he hadn't expected the queen's noble finger to point at him, or whether it was a sense of impending doom, the man's cheeks had somehow turned red despite his earlier shouting.

"Yes, I wish you would die."

The woman sent him a consistently seductive smile while making a gesture of cutting her throat with her finger.

A pure expression of malice, an honest expression toward a man who didn't hide his lust for her.

"As you wish."

But surprisingly, the man actually followed the order.

And with a happy expression at that.

As if just receiving her command was enough to send him into ecstasy.

Slash—

A mass split into two pieces fell from the sky without even a death cry, and as if to substitute for that unheard scream, screams began to echo through the village shortly after.

"Ah... now I feel a bit better~"

"My Queen, all your orders have been carried out."

And at the same time, another shadow suddenly appeared beside the woman.

A shadow floating in midair without any support, just like her.

"Oh? Were you there?"

"...To report the results first, we couldn't find even a trace."

"...Is that so?"

"I'm sorry, I'll accept whatever punishment you—"

"No, well... I didn't really expect it to be there anyway~"

"..."

"Shall we enjoy the view? Or would you like to join them down there?"

"...That's not what I want."

"I suppose you wouldn't get excited by pigs mating either?"

"..."

"Then let's quietly listen~ It'll be over soon anyway."

"...As you wish, my Queen."

And so, as agonized moans began to echo around them, she closed her eyes and calmly appreciated them as if they were a symphony.

The moonlight in the dark sky, silently watching all of this, did not reproach her. It remained completely silent.

***

"So... all of this happened in just one village?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"The entire village massacred, and every single one dismembered, raped, beheaded, and so on..."

Even if it was just being reported through documents, the horror those words carried didn't diminish.

Especially when the documents were accompanied by explicit images of the village.

"To think there are people who would dare do such things in Charlotte's territory..."

"..."

"I thought I'd killed everyone who could harm my territory... Was I wrong?"

"...I'll send people to investigate who committed this act."

"No, that's fine. I don't think people who could calmly do this would leave any traces."

"..."

"Such a bold declaration of war in broad daylight... it's the first in my lifetime."

Hahaha—

Though people who didn't know him might not have noticed, Gustang, who had stayed by his side the longest, could tell.

How much anger was hidden behind that friendly laugh.

Blood vessels had surfaced on his face, which normally maintained such a poker face.

It was the moment when a tiny, thin crack appeared in his iron-like mask that seemed like it would never be removed.

And in that moment, Gustang sensed it.

Whoever did this—no, whether these perpetrators could even be called human was questionable—they would never die peacefully.

"Well, I suppose we should still send people out just in case."

"...I'll select and send our most skilled people."

"Yes, and I'll lend you my hounds if needed."

"Ah, and... this is a separate matter..."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"There are reports of a major disturbance in the western territory."

"...A major disturbance?"

"Yes, there was no particular damage, but the surrounding terrain was left with these sword marks..."

"...Let me see it."

And the document Charlotte received showed sword marks that literally looked like they had tried to split mountains.

Sword marks so large and deep it was hard to believe they were made by a single sword.

The surrounding trees were all chopped into pieces and scattered about, and nearby rocks were completely shattered beyond recognition.

There were also some animals that had died violent deaths, perhaps caught in the aftermath.

And above all, sword marks so enormous they seemed to devour everything else, penetrating the mountain range like fangs.

"..."

"...Master?"

And Charlotte's expression, as he carefully examined these documents, seemed even worse than before, though it might have been my imagination.

"...Ha, now even an old lion is causing trouble in our territory."

"...Pardon?"

"Leaving the family he was so obsessed with to his daughter, where is he wandering around..."

"...?"

"He even managed to reattach that arm he lost somewhere? Heh..."

"...What do you mean by that?"

"Gustang, have people investigate that village from earlier. And you come with me."

"Y-yes? Where are we going...?"

"To the western territory."

***

"Mmm... huh? Young master? Why are you back so late?"

"...I had some things to take care of."

By the time the training match ended, quite a bit of time had already passed, and my conversation with Duke Charlotte took longer than expected.

When I returned to the dormitory, the moon was already high in the sky, and I was greeted by Ella, who had been nodding off on the sofa.

Judging by the neatly folded clothes beside her, she must have fallen asleep waiting for me while doing housework.

Sleep still lingered in her eyes.

"Mmm... wait a moment. I'll quickly prepare dinner for you—"

"No, it's fine. You can go to bed now, Ella."

"Huh? Oh... did you already eat?"

"...Yes, so hurry up and get some proper sleep."

"Mmm... yes, good night..."

"...Oh, by the way, Ella."

For a moment, I thought about asking Ella about Aria, who was said to have left the mansion, since Ella had most recently spoken with her.

But looking at Ella's current state, she was clearly in no condition to give a proper answer.

How could someone so drowsy they could barely stand provide normal thoughts and answers?

"Yes...?"

"...Never mind, go to bed. I can ask tomorrow."

"Yes..."

She rubbed her eyes as she headed to her room, and I watched her retreating figure while clutching my empty stomach that hadn't had anything to eat, and headed to bed.

"Tomorrow should be... more peaceful..."

Before I could even finish my thought, sleep overwhelmed me, and I fell into a deep slumber.

Deliberately ignoring the beautiful moonlight still shining through the window.

***

"..."

"..."

"...Um, Lady Valentine, what brings you here?"

"...My wounds hurt."

"..."

"When I woke up this morning, my whole body was aching and in pain."

"..."

"I came looking for the senior who inflicted these wounds on me, wondering what he might be doing."

"..."

"Is there a problem?"

Yes, there are many problems. Though they only apply to me.

...Fuck.

≪User's stress levels are rising rapidly...!≫

Ch.193 - Side Story. Valentine
I woke up to an unfamiliar ceiling.

That was Ardena Valentine's first thought as she opened her eyes.

*Where am I?*

Instead of the luxurious, beautiful ceiling she was accustomed to, this one was plain and ordinary like a commoner's room.

To her eyes, which were used to seeing precious items and jewels every day, this ceiling looked incredibly shabby.

As she sat up, she noticed the blanket covering her body was equally unimpressive—not even comfortable, let alone cozy.

She pushed aside the blanket that had been neatly covering her chest and slowly raised herself up.

Someone had been watching her from the side.

"You're awake."

For a moment, Ardena quickly turned her head, thinking one of the male students who had gone with her had been taking care of her. But she belatedly realized the voice was too gruff to belong to a student.

Sure enough, the person sitting beside her was none other than Professor Oliver.

No matter how much of a troublemaker she might be, she was still a student—one who had been injured during his class, no less.

Professor Oliver believed he absolutely could not leave her side. He had postponed all other matters to stay by her side and look after her.

"Professor? Where... am I?"

"Don't you remember?"

"What? What do you mean..."

"I'll definitely have to tell him to go easier next time."

"Ah..."

Only then did she remember.

The reason she was in this place filled with the scent of medicine, why her entire body ached and throbbed—it all came back to her.

*That man...!!*

Her teeth ground together so loudly that even Professor Oliver could hear it, and her anger only intensified.

Everything was ruined. All her plans.

Her grand scheme to gradually clear her family's dishonor by building her own faction from the academy had been utterly shattered by the hands of some senior student whose background she didn't even know.

She didn't want to admit it. She couldn't admit it, and she didn't want to acknowledge it.

Until now, in every competition, she had consistently overwhelmed her opponents with her own strength, which made it even harder to accept.

If her future was blocked by a mere academy senior, she would be lucky not to add more stains to her family name, let alone clear its dishonor.

A sharp pain—

Just as she thought she couldn't just lie there, ironically, it was her wrist that stopped her.

Though it wasn't a severe injury, it was clear she couldn't move freely right now, which meant there was no way for her to get revenge on that senior at the moment.

After all, it had been a fair duel.

She had no intention of disputing the result, nor did she want to console herself by acting disgracefully.

However, she still wanted revenge.

She wasn't denying the outcome, but surely a rematch was within reasonable bounds.

Moreover, from what the professor had told her, those seniors would be joining their classes regularly from now on, so opportunities would be more than plentiful.

*But how do I win?*

Yes, that was the problem.

How could she defeat that senior?

Honestly, if she used methods outside the bounds of a duel, it would be easy. If she sent her family's people to break an arm or leg, she would easily win any subsequent duels.

But her pride wouldn't allow that, and without proper justification, she couldn't mobilize her family's power.

She had clearly agreed to that special class.

Of course, had she known things would turn out this badly, she would never have agreed. But at that time, she had been so confident that no one could defeat her.

She could only blame her past complacency as she racked her brain.

"Ughhhh..."

"Are you still in pain? Hmm... in that case, further classes—"

"No!!"

"You're... fine?"

"Yes, I'm really fine."

It was a lie, of course.

Even now, various joints were throbbing with pain.

But no matter what, she couldn't miss class.

How would that person look at her if she skipped class because of this?

*"What? That kid said she's skipping class because she's hurt?"*

*"Yeah, go easier on her next time. Poor thing."*

*"Haha, I didn't know she was that weak!!"*

"Aaaargh!!"

"Why... why are you acting like this?"

Though it might just be her own baseless imagination, the mere thought sent chills down her spine, and she absolutely didn't want to witness such a scene with her own eyes.

So she was determined to attend class.

Even if her body wouldn't move freely right now, she should be able to attend lectures and participate in some light dueling.

"Professor, when is the next class?"

"The next class?"

"Yes, I'll definitely become stronger somehow by then, and next time—"

"I'm sorry, but you cannot participate in the next class."

But that was just her thinking.

Professor Oliver had absolutely no intention of letting her participate in the next class.

He knew all too well what could happen if an injury wasn't properly treated before moving on.

Both as a father who had lost a child and as a professor who prioritized student safety above all else.

He was determined not to let her participate in the next class, and no matter how much she pleaded, that fact wouldn't change.

"Professor, I'm really fine now! Look, I can even run..."

"No. If something happens to you here, it would put us professors in a very difficult position."

"..."

"Besides, you're the daughter of a marquis, so the repercussions would be even greater."

"But still!!"

"What's not possible is not possible."

No matter how much she begged, he wouldn't let her participate in the next class.

After his firm, unwavering response, Ardena was the first to back down.

Clinging on any further would only make her look like a child throwing a tantrum to the professor.

"Of course, I plan to caution that fellow as well. He was rougher than I expected..."

"That senior...!!"

"What?"

"Can you tell me that senior's name?!"

She didn't want to back down completely like this.

At the very least, she wanted to know his name for future reference.

Seeing her like this, Professor Oliver raised both hands in surrender as he stood up, then handed her a piece of paper.

"That's what he left for you after you collapsed. Read it."

"Huh? No, first tell me that senior's name...!"

"It's all written there."

*Creeeeak—*

With that, the infirmary door closed, and the medicinal smell that had been permeating the air seemed to dissipate a little.

"It's written here...?"

She wondered if it might be a scroll with some magic enchantment, but no matter how she examined both sides, she couldn't find any circuits.

All that met her eyes were black letters.

Black letters on white paper.

Letters that looked as if someone had hastily scrawled them stood out starkly against the pristine white paper.

[If you're in too much pain later, please come to this address.

If you can't find it, you can also look for someone named Jenison in Academy Class A.]

"Huh?"

She had naturally assumed it was a letter of apology, but contrary to her expectations, that was all that was written on the paper.

Not "it was a good duel" or "your skills were terrible," or even "I'm sorry for hurting you."

Just a dispassionate message saying if she was in pain, she should come find him.

Of course, since the injury occurred during a mutually agreed-upon duel, she wasn't planning to confront him about it right away.

But this still didn't sit well with her.

It made her feel like she was being treated as a weakling who needed protection.

For someone who had secretly hoped he might have found their duel at least somewhat impressive, this was like a bolt from the blue.

If he was worried about her to this extent, it meant the gap in their abilities was even greater than what she had felt during the duel.

She had thought she could reach him, but she couldn't.

And it was painfully clear.

"Eeeeek...!!"

Slightly enraged, she crumpled the paper in her hand and threw it straight into the trash can beside her bed before pulling the blanket over her head.

She vowed that once her body healed, she would visit the address written on the paper.

"Just you wait...!!"

Ch.194 - The Secret Of Strength (1)
"...So, you're saying it was just because of that one sparring match..."

"Just?! Do you have any idea how much I've been racking my brain because of you?!"

"...Well, I don't know about that, but I'm your senior—"

...It's so noisy I could die.

My head was already pounding from staying up late yesterday, and now this person had to barge in today of all days.

"Seriously... if I could, I'd go back to the past...!"

"..."

"I needed to defeat you somehow and prove my strength!!"

...Right, so that's what this is about.

If I could, I'd go back to the past right now and tell myself to never open the door for her.

'Excuse me, is this Jenison's dorm room?'

'Yes...? But why would our young master...?'

'Oh, your senior invited me personally last time. May I come in?'

'Y-young master?! Please, come right in!!'

How sneaky of her to take advantage of Ella while I was in a deep sleep.

If I'd known this would happen, I should have made it clear to Ella last night not to open the door for anyone, no matter who they claimed to be.

No matter how powerful she might be as a marchioness's daughter, barging into someone else's dormitory like this was incredibly rude by any standard, especially when the other person was also nobility.

'So she introduced herself as my guest knowing this.'

Whether it was true or not, once someone claimed to be a guest, it became very awkward for servants to turn them away.

If they drove away someone who truly was a guest, the servants would bear full responsibility for the consequences.

Unless they were absolutely certain, servants typically just let people through.

Of course, if that person wasn't actually a guest, the consequences would fall entirely on whoever falsely claimed to be one, though such incidents were rare among nobility.

Besides, for some reason, she was wearing extremely high-quality clothing.

Even a servant who wasn't sensitive to fashion trends would immediately assume she was nobility based on her appearance.

Her purple dress, which almost touched the floor, was embroidered with beautiful topazes and rubies.

Her flowing purple hair also gave off the fragrance of expensive perfume.

It's natural to think someone dressed like that wouldn't have any reason to falsely claim to be my guest.

I didn't intend to scold Ella for this. After all, I was the one who left my address so she could come here.

'...Still, even so, do people normally seek out the person who put them in this state after just one day?'

Honestly, I would have preferred if she hadn't come at all, but I couldn't just drive her away either.

Despite looking completely fine on the outside, she had been complaining to me about being in pain since earlier.

'No, you really look fine—'

'No, I don't! My whole body is aching and I feel like I'm dying!!'

'....'

Though her expression was clearly flustered, what could I say when she insisted? It's not like I could feel her sensations.

"Hey, are you listening to me?"

"...Yes, I'm listening."

To be honest, I wasn't listening at all.

She barged in without warning, rambled on about her own concerns, and didn't even explain why she came here in the first place.

Yet she expected me to listen to her long-winded story? That made no sense. She should at least explain her purpose for coming.

She claimed she came for treatment, but she wouldn't tell me what needed to be treated.

Instead of crying out in pain, she'd been explaining her "grand plan" non-stop until my ears were about to fall off.

At this point, I deserved credit for even pretending to listen to her for a full 30 minutes.

"..."

"Anyway, so now how should I revise my plan—"

*Sigh*

Wondering if showing my annoyance would make any difference, I deliberately displayed a bored expression and made it clear with my body language that I was irritated.

But rather than being discouraged by my attitude, she only became more enthusiastic in her explanations.

She even had the nerve to say that if I wasn't interested, she would keep talking until I became interested.

She was truly the type of person I found difficult to deal with.

If she had approached with clear malice, that would have been easier to handle.

But this was too ambiguous to even call malicious.

"...Sigh, I'm getting up now."

"Wait!! I haven't finished my story yet...!!"

"The lecture is about to start. Don't you have a lecture too?"

Time had flown by, and I could no longer just sit there listening to her story.

Though Professor Oliver had suggested I take special classes with the juniors, that didn't change my regular lecture schedule.

Even if the professor had somehow excused me on the first day, I couldn't keep missing lectures like yesterday.

The same applied to her.

Being a marchioness's daughter didn't mean the Academy's lecture times would be adjusted for her convenience.

So she, too, should be heading to lectures now instead of camping out in someone else's dormitory.

"It's fine! They said I could take a sick day today!"

I flinched momentarily at the mention of a sick day. If she was granted a sick day, it meant there really was something wrong with her body.

Well... the professor might have misjudged her condition, but Academy professors were all extremely sensitive about student safety.

Whether they were worried about their reputation or pressure from students' parents, they always prioritized student safety—sometimes excessively so.

Which meant the possibility of them misjudging a student's condition was extremely low.

The infirmary professor alone reportedly examined hundreds of patients daily.

And if such a person had granted her a sick day, it meant that despite appearances, she might be enduring considerable pain inside.

'Come to think of it, her complexion does look a bit pale—'

"Now, I'll give you the special opportunity to attend to me...!!"

'...Must be my imagination.'

It seemed the infirmary professor had made a mistake after all.

How could someone who was supposedly sick enough to take a day off act like this?

She looked more like an excited troublemaker than someone in pain.

'...As if yesterday's news wasn't giving me enough of a headache.'

My head was already about to explode from hearing that the First Prince had his eye on me, and now I had to deal with this troublemaker first thing in the morning.

It felt like receiving a month's worth of stress all at once.

'...Should I just ignore her and go to my lecture?'

"You!! You just had another rude thought, didn't you?!"

"...If you're sick, wouldn't it be better to go to your room and rest quietly?"

"You call that a response? Who do you think is responsible for my condition?!"

Right, that's why I was in this predicament.

If it weren't for that, I would have ignored her long ago.

I didn't know what she wanted from me so early in the morning, but I had my own daily routine to maintain.

Once or twice might be tolerable, but if she kept disrupting my schedule like this, I wouldn't just stand by and watch.

"...Haven't I been asking you what hurts this whole time?"

"My entire body aches so much I couldn't answer properly, hmph!!"

Her sharp, needle-like response made me feel my blood pressure rising.

The words "If your whole body aches, go lie down" almost burst from my throat, but I managed to hold them back.

This was truly a superhuman level of patience that I hadn't shown in recent memory.

"...Fine, do as you please. I'm leaving first."

In the end, after endless back-and-forth, I was the one who surrendered.

She refused to leave me alone no matter what, so I felt strongly that continuing would just be a waste of time.

And she still wouldn't tell me her purpose, for heaven's sake.

I just wanted to attend my lectures and finish my daily routine.

Nothing seemed likely to change even if I stayed and listened to her story.

'I need to continue my research soon anyway...'

I stood up and slowly walked toward the door, planning to head to the Academy while mentally reviewing the lectures I needed to attend today.

...Or at least, that was the plan.

Yes, if only she hadn't grabbed the collar of my clothes as I was about to leave.

"...?"

"I... I..."

"...What is it? Do you have more to say?"

"I want to attend the same lectures as you!"

For a moment, I thought my ears had deceived me and quickly turned my head, but all I saw was her expression filled with sincerity.

As if she really wanted to attend the same lectures as me.

"...So you're saying you want to attend the same lectures as me?"

"Yes, that's right. Hurry up and show me the way!!"

"...You won't have a seat, and the content will be completely different from what you've learned so far."

"One day doesn't matter, and I can persuade the professors myself."

So, putting all this together...

Does this mean I have to spend the entire day with this troublemaker?

Oh my god. The thought alone is unbearable.

Ch.195 - The Secret Of Strength (2)
Step by step—

The Academy students' mornings begin a bit earlier than most people's.

Well, there's no special reason for it, except that the dining hall only opens at specific times.

While noble students with plenty of money might not care, commoner students who counted every penny had to wake up on time to save on food expenses.

Of course, that situation didn't apply to me. I had my own regular income, and Ella was such a good cook that I didn't really need to eat at the dining hall anyway.

So why was I heading to that dining hall so early in the morning? I had quite a lot to say about that.

Just to be clear, I'm not particularly fond of wandering around in the morning. I've never liked the cold, so the chilly morning breeze made me shiver all over. The subtle morning air didn't smell particularly pleasant to me either.

Normally, I would have been comfortably nestled in my warm blankets, recovering from yesterday's fatigue. Yes, that's definitely what I would have been doing—if it weren't for the person trailing behind me.

"Wait a moment, shouldn't you at least tell me where we're going?" she asked.

"...I'm going to eat because someone made me miss my meal," I replied.

"Food...? Oh, you mean that dining hall the commoners use?"

It seemed she wasn't lying about wanting to attend lectures with me. She had been following me around one-sidedly for a while now, going wherever I went without exception.

I had deliberately tried to shake her off by visiting places she wouldn't be familiar with, but she showed no intention of falling behind, persistently following me. By now, I was halfway resigned to it.

I could increase the distance between us if I wanted to, but what was the point if she wasn't going to give up? She'd just catch up again later anyway.

*How did I end up getting led around by this kid?*

"...Hmm? You just thought something quite rude, didn't you?"

"...If you think it's rude, maybe you should leave me alone."

"No way! I'm definitely going to attend your lectures!"

"...Sigh, do whatever you want."

With a headache that had reached its limit, I continued walking toward the Academy dining hall.

Honestly, I didn't expect the food there to be better than Ella's cooking, but it was already too late to go back to the dormitory. My stomach, which had been empty since yesterday evening, was strongly protesting that this wasn't the time to be picky. I had no choice but to quietly take her to the dining hall.

"This will be my first time eating there, so I'm rather looking forward to it."

"...Haah."

"Well, if it's a place commoners frequent, I suppose it's all the same..."

After glancing at her as she continued muttering to herself, I looked up at the sky and sighed again. I envied her for not knowing what was about to happen.

*Please, let this go smoothly.*

As she had just mentioned, that dining hall was used more by commoners than nobles—the same commoners who had been constantly disrespected and oppressed by nobles.

Would those people look kindly upon her, a noble? Would they even leave her alone?

Well, there probably wouldn't be any lunatics who would openly harass her just because she was a noble, but it was certain that the looks directed at us wouldn't be entirely friendly.

It would be fortunate if they didn't confront us, but could I be sure they wouldn't?

*Would they really not confront us...?*

I couldn't be certain. Why would commoners like nobles in the first place? From their perspective, nobles must seem like bandits who constantly exploit them and use them as they please.

Even though there are both good and bad nobles, unfortunately, this world is filled with malice. There are far more bad nobles than good ones.

Just as distrust of humanity that develops from meeting only evil people doesn't disappear after meeting one good person, I was sure they would look at us through colored glasses the moment they saw us—glasses tinted with prejudice and assumptions that obscure the truth.

Besides, as the saying goes, even a mutt eats half its meal at home. That dining hall was like home to the commoners, a place where they felt comfortable. And since they had the numerical advantage, it wouldn't be strange if they developed a newfound confidence—the confidence to think, "Should we teach them a lesson?"

*Let's try to avoid that kind of situation.*

***

Meanwhile, Erdena, who was following behind Jenison, had only one thought filling her mind: how could she become as strong as that man?

From her experience so far, everything taught at the Academy was the same. The swordsmanship classes only taught predetermined movements and elegant techniques, while the magic classes only taught circuits and age-appropriate magic.

However, what she felt during her duel with Jenison wasn't familiarity but novelty. She had never felt more proud of her own achievement than during that duel, yet he had effortlessly parried her sword.

How could he be so strong? Perhaps there was another reason? Perhaps there was a method that only he knew?

*I'll find out, no matter what!*

***

Generally, it's known that the Academy provides the same education to both nobles and commoners. After all, even if only nominally, the Academy prominently displayed the rule of "equality."

This rule was created to better establish relationships between students and students, professors and students, rather than between nobles and commoners.

Naturally, some students and professors in the past Academy tried to ignore or completely exclude this rule, and their reasons were quite pathetic.

"How can we possibly be considered equals with such lowly people?"

"That's right, when we're clearly born differently..."

"It's rules like these that prevent our empire from progressing!"

Quite foolishly, the nobles at that time failed to notice—or more accurately, refused to accept—that they were the same as those "lowly commoners." They couldn't bear to accept it.

So they deliberately acted even more maliciously, physically rejecting the Academy's rules.

They always wanted to be superior. They wanted to dominate others. They could use people beneath them like their own hands and feet, and they could do whatever they wanted even to those older than themselves.

Beating up someone they disliked was an everyday occurrence, and if they fancied someone, they could take them by force if necessary.

All these things, which seemed so unjust to others, were perfectly natural rights and privileges to them. The Academy's rules were essentially asking them to give up all these privileges—it was like a bolt from the blue.

Of course, losing these privileges wouldn't immediately cause problems in their lives, but the fruits they had tasted until now were too sweet to give up all at once.

"You expect me to attend classes in the same space as those creatures?!"

"Ugh, who would bring such things to put in someone's mouth?!"

The nobles' resistance intensified day by day, and the commoners, who were already dissatisfied with the nobles' arrogance, also began collective protests, insisting that things couldn't continue this way.

They wanted the right to live comfortably, at least in this place. The main reason was that they didn't want to serve as lackeys to pathetic nobles at an academy they had entered with money their parents had earned through blood and sweat.

The one who mediated between these two forces, constantly baring their teeth at each other, was none other than the current chairwoman.

As soon as she took office, she ordered all relationships between students to be reset and declared that everyone was an equal student within the Academy. No student dared to disobey her words.

Of course, there was still an atmosphere of looking down on commoners, but it wasn't as extreme as before, which was satisfactory enough.

Well, occasionally there were people who couldn't accept even that situation—commoners who resented nobles who treated them like animals, or nobles who were furious at commoners who dared to speak casually to them. Such types hadn't completely disappeared.

They were just keeping quiet and watching each other. There was no need to worsen their relationship at their own expense.

"What's good to eat here?" she asked.

"...Don't know, it's my first time too."

"What? Goodness, information is vital for things like this...!"

And right now, that relationship was about to deteriorate again.

Ch.196 - The Secret Of Strength (3)
Meanwhile, it wasn't just Jenison and Ardein who were moving about from early morning.

Morning has always been the start of the day.

The Academy was surprisingly bustling with students who wanted to use the beginning of their day as efficiently as possible, as well as professors who needed to quickly catch up on their backlog of work.

And here, twitching her pointed ears, was an elf who had joined the flow.

Tweet, tweet tweet

The beautiful birdsong tickled her ears.

A lark that had appeared from somewhere had been chirping beside her all day, and cats were gathered at her feet, showing their affection.

The number of animals was unbelievable for such an early morning.

It was a sight that fully woke up other students who had risen early but were still half-asleep.

However, she hadn't deliberately gathered these animals.

She only wanted a quiet morning walk.

Having originally lived in the forest, she was accustomed to waking up early to check on the forest's condition. She had some complaints about the Academy's rather leisurely schedule because it disrupted her natural rhythm.

Of course, waking up early was somewhat arduous for her too, but she didn't want things to be this relaxed either.

To her, leisure was synonymous with boredom.

Time was always abundant for her.

While others would crumble away before living even a hundred years, she could live alone for over a thousand.

No matter what she tried or experienced, everything inevitably came to an end, and ultimately, all that remained for her was boredom.

The endless time and leisure that everyone envied actually caused her pain.

And it was still the same now.

Even though it was just a few hours of free time, she didn't like it.

If this place had been a forest, she could have at least conversed with spirits.

This place, filled with too much human energy, wasn't suitable for interacting with spirits.

*Sigh... how boring. If only that guy were here, it would be less so.*

As she felt the refreshing morning air throughout her body, she thought of a boy.

That black-haired boy with an expression that always seemed dissatisfied with something and eyes that looked tired.

Those black eyes that were startled whenever she suddenly appeared.

She quite liked them.

It was amusing how he would show such interesting sights and then be surprised just because she appeared before him again.

It was funny.
She couldn't help but laugh.

Just thinking about how that person who had single-handedly defeated that terrifying monster would be so flustered just by seeing her.

The recent events stood out more in her memory than those that had gradually unfolded over the past few years.

All because of that one boy.

*I wonder what Jenison is doing right now...*

Tweet, tweet tweet!!

"...Hmm? The humans around are gathering somewhere?"

Tweet tweet, tweet, tweet tweet!!

"...Hehe, alright. It's quite boring just staying here, so let's go take a look."

Meow, meow meow~

"You all stay there. It might be dangerous."

Since she had nothing else to do anyway,

She began to run slowly through the thick morning fog, guided by the lark.

Hoping that there would be something to pique her interest.

***

Finding the Academy's dining hall wasn't difficult.

I was one of the students who had lived at the Academy for quite some time.

If you approached the magic circles drawn at various points, a rough map of the Academy would appear, making it nearly impossible for students to get lost.

Well, it was large and the paths were complex enough to get lost in,

But any student who knew how to use magic to some degree wouldn't have trouble navigating unless they had a terrible sense of direction.

And crucially, I wasn't directionally challenged.

In the past, memorizing the surrounding geography and approximate building locations had been almost essential.

*I'm not sure if that's good or bad...*

Anyway, we finally arrived at the Academy's dining hall,

And immediately had to endure the piercing gazes from those around us.

Well, even though there weren't many people around at this early hour,

If a girl dressed in such fancy clothes appeared in this Academy dining hall, which was typically frequented by commoners, it was natural for everyone to stare.

...Who am I talking about?
Isn't it obvious?

"...Um, why is everyone staring at us like that?"

"...Haah."

Whether she truly didn't know whose fault it was,

She had to endure the stares from other students along with me,

And although she was the daughter of a marquis, she didn't seem accustomed to receiving so many direct gazes.

The girl who had been keeping some distance until just now

Was now clinging tightly behind me.

She even grabbed my collar without hesitation.

As a result, I suddenly looked like I was carrying an extra burden on my back,

And she began to follow behind me, matching my steps.

*Well, she's cute like a hamster, but still too noisy—*

"You just had another rude thought, didn't you!!"

"..."

I've been wondering for a while...

Is she using some kind of magic?

How can she tell whenever I have even slightly disparaging thoughts about her?

*Is my expression that obvious?*

"Don't ignore me!"

Ignoring the stares from other students directed at me and the girl behind me,

We entered the dining hall,

And sure enough, despite the early hour,

We encountered quite a number of students.

Most, if not all of them, were likely commoners.

Nobles wouldn't even be awake at this early hour,

Most of them would be trying their best to be as lazy as possible.

Besides, nobles had no reason to come to a place like this.

When their servants prepared and served their meals every day,

Why would they bother coming to a place like this?

Especially when they might have to mix with commoners whom they considered so beneath them.

Although it was unfortunate for the Academy officials who had created this dining hall,

There were hardly any nobles who actually used it.

And commoners also felt uncomfortable sitting and eating alongside nobles.

*Come to think of it, it's all because of her?*

"...What is it? Why are you staring at me like that?"

"...No, it's nothing."

Avoiding her suspicious gaze,

I ordered my meal and sat down in an empty seat.

Still not quite accustomed to places like this,

She also ordered her meal and sat across from me, fidgeting.

She was showing a very different side from her first impression.

Thinking she might be shy, I was about to ask if she was okay,

When some students who had approached interrupted.

"Um... I think you dropped this, so I wanted to return it..."

"W-What? Oh, yes... thank you..."

Several male students approached our table and handed something to her,

And she thanked them with a surprisingly timid greeting, quite unlike her first impression.

"..."

"What... why are you looking at me like that again?"

"...No, I honestly didn't think you knew how to say thank you."

When we first met, she acted like she would never express gratitude,

But to these commoners whom she had never met before,

She was being so timid and properly expressing thanks.

For a moment, I thought she might be a typical discriminator,

As she was showing the complete opposite of her first impression.

"...Are you very shy?"

"W-What?"

"...No, you just seem very different from when I first saw you."

"...I'm just a bit uncomfortable with too many people, so don't worry about it."

But even after hearing her explanation, I couldn't stop thinking about it.

This wasn't the first time I'd seen such an expression.

Someone who feels anxiety from their surroundings due to strong trauma.

That's exactly what her expression showed.

An expression that seemed to be begging for anyone to help her quickly.

An expression that looked like she was about to cry even though no tears were falling.

That was prominently displayed on her face right now,

And as soon as I saw it, I stood up from my seat.

I didn't know the reason, but it was clear that leaving her like this would lead to trouble.

Since she had mentioned being uncomfortable with many people,

I planned to take her outside.

Once outside, there wouldn't be so many students clustered together.

"...Let's go outside and talk."

"...Okay."

"Excuse me, customer? Your ordered food is ready..."

"..."

In the end, I didn't get to eat breakfast that day.

Ch.197 - Reason To Become Stronger
And so I gave up on the hot meal that had just arrived, grabbed the wrist of the girl who was still nervously looking around, and pulled her outside.

Saying I "pulled her out" might sound forceful, but considering how quickly she followed me, it was clear she didn't want to stay there any longer either. If she had, she would have immediately pulled her wrist away and called me rude.

Her wrist, which I was now holding, was much thinner, more delicate, and paler than I'd expected. I wondered how she could possibly swing a sword with hands like these.

But that thought didn't last long. As I grabbed her wrist, my fingers brushed against her palm, and sure enough, it was covered with calluses. Those hard calluses felt strangely familiar to me—because I had the same ones on my own hands.

It was the common trait of sword wielders. The proof of effort and the medal of honor for those who had spent countless hours gripping a sword handle, swinging, cutting, and slashing.

"Um... if we're going out, let's hurry..."

"Ah, right."

I had been momentarily distracted by the deep calluses on her hands, which seemed impossible to reconcile with the crude swordsmanship I'd witnessed earlier. By now, even more people had gathered around us, causing her to shrink further as she urged me on.

Finally, we rushed out of the dining hall and headed toward a place with fewer people. When we reached an empty clearing where hardly anyone passed by, I could see her complexion gradually improving. After a short while, she took a deep breath and began to calm herself.

"Are you feeling better now?"

"...I was fine to begin with."

Though she tried to pretend otherwise, she seemed embarrassed about showing weakness to me. She spoke in a barely audible voice and deliberately avoided my gaze, turning her head this way and that. I found her behavior rather cute.

*She's like a meerkat...*

"S-stop looking at me like that!"

"...Like what?"

"Like... like you're looking at something incredibly cute... ugh..."

She blushed at her own words and stopped speaking, apparently too embarrassed to continue. Well, when you think about it, she was essentially acknowledging that she knew she appeared cute to others. That would be embarrassing enough for anyone, especially someone as prideful as her.

"...Isn't saying that yourself even more embarrassing?"

"S-shut up!"

The more I looked at her, the more I realized how different she was from my first impression. Initially, she had seemed like a prickly hedgehog, an arrogant young lady relying solely on talent and charging ahead recklessly. But judging by her hands today, she seemed like a completely different person. I found it difficult to understand.

"...What? Why are you staring at me again?"

"You seem to have put a lot of thought and effort into swordsmanship..."

"Huh? What are you talking about?"

As she feigned ignorance for some reason, I pointed directly at her palm. When she looked at her own hand, she seemed to realize something and immediately blushed.

"T-this is...!"

"...Looks like you've held a sword a lot."

"Fine! Yes, I have! Is that a problem?!"

Problem? Well, not really. Whether she practiced swordsmanship diligently or not wasn't my concern. But I did have one question.

"...Then why was your swordsmanship so crude back then?"

"C-crude?!"

Honestly, to develop calluses like these on your hands from holding a sword would require a considerable amount of time. So I couldn't help but wonder: how could someone with hands like these display such inadequate swordsmanship? The level of skill she showed was far below what I'd expect from someone with such hardened hands.

"C-crude? My swordsmanship?"

"...Didn't you know that deep down?"

"W-well, I've never formally learned swordsmanship, but..."

"...You never learned swordsmanship properly?"

"Yes! Do you have a problem with that?!"

...How was that possible?

With talent like hers, it wouldn't have been strange for her family to provide full support. Even if they only offered the same level of support as other families, it would have been sufficient. Her talent was clearly exceptional—she could produce sword threads just from being inspired by a duel.

If they had assigned even a third-rate instructor to her, she would have compensated for her weaknesses and polished her skills on her own. But instead, her family provided no support?

In noble society, sword training and magic lessons were among the most common forms of education.

"May I ask why?"

"...Our family head believes that men and women have predetermined roles."

"..."

"Men should protect women, and women should support men."

"...Male preference ideology?"

"...Yes, something like that."

Based on what she said, her father seemed to be a typical proponent of male preference ideology—someone who believed there were clear distinctions between what men and women should do.

In my original world, such gender discrimination would have caused immediate controversy and upended the family, but unfortunately, male preference ideology wasn't uncommon in this world. Even in the 21st century, there were people who held such beliefs.

Besides, men did generally have superior physical abilities, making them more suitable for swordsmanship and developing their combat skills.

"The first person who taught me how to use a sword was a knight."

"..."

"He was also the one who praised me as a prodigy when I first held a sword."

"..."

"The family head just yelled at me instead..."

"..."

"But it was fun. For the first time in my life, I found something I wanted to do."

According to her, the knight who taught her wasn't particularly strong. She said she had already surpassed his skills by the time she was thirteen.

He wasn't a prominent knight in her family either, and being assigned to her was purely coincidental—just perfect chance.

His swordsmanship wasn't famous either. It wasn't the middle sword technique of the Reinhardt family, known as the family of knights. It wasn't the lightning-fast drawing technique aimed at the opponent's neck. It wasn't the imperial knights' swordsmanship with its characteristic restrained movements pursuing efficiency.

It was simply the swordsmanship he had inherited from his own master. Other noble children who had received early education from outstanding sword masters would have laughed at it, but to her eyes—having never held a sword before—his swordsmanship seemed the most fascinating thing in the world.

At that time, no one in her family would teach swordsmanship to her or any other woman.

"I asked the family head for permission to learn swordsmanship, but all I got was rejection."

"..."

"He said there wouldn't be many occasions for me to use a sword anyway."

"..."

"But I didn't want to give up on swordsmanship, so I decided to learn in secret."

Of course, learning from him wasn't easy either. Not only did she have to learn in secret, avoiding the family's eyes, but all the techniques he taught were unsuited for her body type, forcing her to modify several forms herself.

And that wasn't all. The only person who would spar with her was that knight, and he was the only one who acknowledged her achievements. In short, her environment was terribly unfavorable for wielding a sword, yet she endured all these challenges to continue practicing.

"After practicing in secret, avoiding the family's eyes, I eventually became recognized within the family."

"..."

"By then, even the family head couldn't tell me to stop."

"..."

"Well, he did offer to provide a proper sword instructor, but..."

When her father's chosen sword instructor arrived, she refused the teaching. The very sword education she had longed for.

While she claimed it was because she had already grown accustomed to her own style, I could guess the real reason. Probably because that knight was the only person who had acknowledged her swordsmanship when even her father wouldn't. Rather than refining her skills under some great sword master, she wanted to carry on his swordsmanship herself.

"And... I told you, didn't I? That I want to change my family."

"...Yes, you did."

"I want to clear the family's disgrace, but more than that, I want to completely change the customs that favor men."

"..."

"I don't want future generations of my family to go through what I experienced."

"..."

"So I will become stronger, no matter what."

At that moment, a dewdrop fell from the leaves above me, and simultaneously, the bright morning sun hit my eyes directly. I couldn't see clearly, but I'm certain that her appearance then was stronger and more beautiful than any other I had seen of her before.

Ch.198 - Omen
Well, even if we had an honest conversation, it didn't really change anything.

From the moment I first saw her, she seemed like someone who couldn't care less about what others thought.

It was certainly unexpected to learn she had such personal circumstances,

And while my first impression of her had already been considerably revised,

I still wasn't particularly fond of her.

I could understand that she had her own situation.

I'm not so inflexible that I can't understand that much.

However, even so,

If you asked whether I'd tolerate her continuing to cling to me like this...

That didn't seem right either.

I've always preferred to act alone,

So being with someone else wasn't something I was accustomed to.

Of course, even that might become comfortable after spending years together like with Ella,

But she and I weren't going to be seeing each other that long.

From the beginning, I was only participating in class as a sort of assistant,

To help correct the juniors' behavior.

*It would be better for both of us to part ways quickly...*

"Um..."

"...?"

"I'm sorry about earlier, making you miss your meal because of me."

Just to be clear, we hadn't exchanged any words since our earlier conversation.

What more was there to say? She'd already made her decision.

The people of her family must know.

How their family name is spoken of in society.

No, they couldn't possibly not know.

Even I, who had no interest in the social world, could easily find out with minimal research.

A family of philanderers, the common enemy of women.
The very definition of lechery.

These were incredibly dishonorable titles for a marquis family.

Yet they had taken no action until now.

They simply accepted it.
Saying that nothing would change even if they tried.

They conformed and ignored it completely to avoid going against the flow.

And yet this girl, not even an adult,
boldly declared she would change the customs that all her siblings and elders had accepted.

Saying she didn't want others to experience what she had.

Saying she wanted to make her family something she could be proud of.

She swung her sword with skin that looked like it would burn at the slightest touch of sunlight and wrists as thin as twigs.

The traces of her effort remained clearly on her delicate palms.

This tiny girl was doing what even adults struggled to accomplish.

Surely she must know the path ahead is filled with thorns.

Just moments ago, her eyes in the morning sunlight were dazzlingly beautiful,

And I had nothing to say to her.

What more could I say to someone already doing everything on their own?

All I could offer was encouragement.

Comfort would only be pity,
and unwarranted pity would be disrespectful to her.

So I had nothing particular to say to her.

Even in this moment as she slightly bowed her head to apologize.

"..."

"Say something, please. This is getting a bit awkward for me."

Apparently bothered by my frozen silence,

She awkwardly turned her head slightly to the side and glanced at me,

And seeing her like that, I couldn't help but let out a small laugh.

"Why... why are you laughing?!"

"I just remembered how you looked when I first saw you. Sorry about that."

"Ah... that's...!"

Trying to come up with a response to my words,

She finally blushed deeply, telling me not to be annoying.

That expression seemed to suit her quite well in my eyes.

Despite her flushed face, her voice was full of excitement,

And Valentine's Day was a day for spreading laughter and happiness to others, even where I was.

So there was nothing strange about her voice carrying a hint of laughter.

"Really!! Even when I apologize first, you always...!!"

-Classes will begin shortly. All students please proceed to the classroom...

"Ah!" we both exclaimed.

But there was nothing we could do about the time that had passed,

So we ended up having to run to the lecture hall, giving up on our meal.

***

A sword is a sword.
Just a blade forged from steel.

This was Duke Reinhardt's principle, almost like his creed.

He always had to cultivate swords.

Everyone under his command had to burn their bodies until they became swords.

Because he had promised his brother whom he killed with his own hands.

It was a promise made by a knight who had killed a sword master.

He had no intention of breaking it, nor could he.

He had no other choice.

He simply endlessly cultivated, forged, and polished swords.

He never once questioned his actions.

A sword is just a sword.
A sword has no reason.

He was only there to find the best sword,

Not to listen to a sword's complaints.

The best sword is one that he forges and names,

And swords not chosen are failures, plain and simple.

And failures should quietly become scrap metal.

For the sake of other swords that would be forged later.

Yes, that's how it should have been.

Creak, creak, creak

The sound of metal against metal could be clearly heard from his hand gripping the sword.

It was because of his steel hand, which he wondered if he could even call his own anymore.

He didn't resent it.
A sword has no emotions.

Since he too was a sword of that family,

He had long since surrendered his emotions.

However, he did wonder.
How had it come to this?

The sword's handle had been replaced.
And by imperial order, no less.

The sword he had cultivated was completely ruined by what should have been discarded scrap metal,

And that scrap metal had now become a completely different sword that rejected him.

Why? Where had it gone wrong?

"Hey, swordsman. What are you thinking about again?"

"...Shut up, you crazy old man."

But soon the sword stopped thinking altogether.

He could just cut down the annoying piece of scrap metal later.

After all, no matter how much it flew or crawled, it was scrap metal by nature.

He just needed to cut down everything that stood in his way.

That's what he had lived as a sword for.

Wasn't there a saying about drawing a sword at the sight of a mosquito?

It didn't matter either way.

Soon everyone would be kneeling at his feet anyway,

That was the original purpose of a sword,

And all honor and power would follow,

*When that time comes, perhaps I too will be able to apologize.*

"No, you sword-wielding fool. At least tell me where we're going...!"

"...For now, there's nothing to be done even if it's steel stained with blood."

"...What?"

We're going to the Arena.

***

At the same time, while the brilliant morning sunlight warmly embraced everyone,

The Emperor, Siegfried Frabel, had already prepared himself early.

Ready to hear his subject's report with imperial decorum.

Normally, coming at such an early hour

Would be enough for a subject to be charged with disrespect,

But the Emperor didn't care about such things.

He was too loyal and capable a subject to worry about such trivial matters.

And so, before him who had already made all preparations and arrangements,

Appeared something completely opposite to the warm morning sunlight still streaming through the glass windows,

A slimy, black, deep-colored shadow.

"You've heard the current Reinhardt's opinion, I presume?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. As you commanded, I have heard her opinion."

From the black shadow's mouth came, unlike its eerie appearance, the clean voice of a middle-aged man,

A voice all too familiar to the Emperor.

The report from within the darkness continued.

Fortunately, the morning sunlight still pouring in did not disturb the shadow,

And the report from the darkness continued without issue,

Finally, when the report was complete,

The Emperor found himself unconsciously stroking his chin.

"Hmm... so the child made such a choice...?"

"Yes, she clearly stated she does not wish to abandon her family."

"Hmm... perhaps she's acting this way because she trusts her brother...?"

The Emperor fell into contemplation.
It was such an unexpected answer.

Though nothing had been widely announced yet,

In the Emperor's mind, the Reinhardt family was already all but extinct.

If it became known that they had dealt with demons,

It was obvious that almost all families would turn their backs on them.

That's how serious the crime was.
Anything related to demons.

"Did the child make this decision without knowing these things?"

"Forgive me, but at least from what I could see, she didn't seem like such a child."

"...Then she made this choice after considering everything."

"..."

"Surely she didn't do this because she trusts her brother?"

"Yes, it seemed that way."

"..."

Since the person who had seen the child directly said so,

The Emperor, feeling he had no right to argue, decided to change the subject.

Not trusting his subject's judgment was also unbecoming of a ruler.

"Hmm... since we're on the topic, what is that child doing these days?"

"...Which child do you mean?"

"The child's brother."

"Ah..."

"I was thinking of summoning him to the Royal Palace soon anyway..."

"..."

"He's still a student, so even if I give him territory a bit later, I can at least give him money and goods."

"...I will find out immediately."

"Yes, and as a bonus, find out what that runaway old lion is doing too."

***

*I should probably visit the Arena soon too?*

Since I've received a recommendation letter, it would be rude to delay too long...

I should make time for it in the near future.

Ch.199 - Group Project (1)
As the bell signaled the start of class, I climbed the stairs one by one.

She still showed no signs of leaving me alone, following behind me with her beautiful purple hair fluttering in the air.

Well, she didn't seem particularly accustomed to running—the strain was clearly visible on her face.

But I suppose that was only natural. After all, she was a marquis's daughter.

She probably spent more time practicing how to walk elegantly than would be necessary, so suddenly running and dashing around wouldn't come naturally to her.

Still, I wasn't particularly worried. Since she was someone who wielded a sword, I figured she must have done at least some basic physical training.

The proof was that she was somehow managing to keep up with me as I ran at a fairly quick pace, so I didn't feel the need to look back.

"Hey, damn it... I'm going ahead!"

"No, why did the carriage wheel have to break today of all days...!"

"Uh... so the speed enhancement magic formula..."

Instead of looking back, I glanced around and noticed other students in the same predicament as us.

Well, I rarely had to worry about being late since I lived in the dormitory, but most of the wealthier nobles refused to move into the dorms.

Why would they bother? Even if their homes were far away, they could get here quickly by carriage, and no matter how nice the Academy's dormitories were, they couldn't compare to their own homes.

*I'd like to get a place of my own too, if possible...*

There wasn't anything particularly uncomfortable about where I was living now. Sure, the commoners' dormitory had various shortcomings, but I'd long since adapted to them and hardly noticed anymore.

If there were deficiencies or inconveniences, I could simply fix or modify them myself.

In fact, there had been a few instances where holes appeared in the walls or cracks formed in the floor, but I'd taken care of all those issues long ago.

All by myself.

Although I couldn't change the building's design or materials, I could handle things up to a certain level on my own, so until now, I hadn't particularly yearned for a separate home.

Yes, until now.

*And now that Aria has left home too, this is getting complicated...*

The Reinhardt family mansion where Aria had been living was already half-destroyed, and now she was living alone in the Charlotte mansion.

I wanted to find a house where she and I could live together as soon as possible.

Honestly, I would have been fine staying where I was if Aria could just live somewhere else, but her condition when I last saw her had been quite concerning.

Besides, continuing to impose on the Charlotte family like this wasn't right.

Of course, Sino insisted that we shouldn't worry about it and said we could stay as long as we wanted, but I wasn't particularly comfortable with that offer.

If it had been someone else, I might not have minded, but coming from her, a Charlotte, it somehow made me feel like I'd end up paying a heavy price later if I kept accepting her help.

At the very least, I wanted to take responsibility for my sister myself.

*If it weren't for me, Aria would probably still be at the mansion by now...*

"Hey!"

"...?"

"What are you doing? Why did you stop running? We're really going to be late!"

Oh, right, I was still supposed to be running.

Snapping back to attention, I started climbing the stairs again, faster than before, and finally reached my classroom, Class A, located at the highest point of the Academy.

*Whoever designed this building, really...*

I don't understand why they put Class A in the highest location. No matter how good the view might be, it's inconvenient.

Plus, all the Academy's main facilities were located below.

"Don't the Academy's Class A students complain about climbing all these stairs...?"

"Would they complain? Over something this trivial."

Ah, I keep forgetting that I'm not alone right now.

"...You're really not going back?"

"No, I already got permission from all the professors, like I told you."

"...When?"

"Before I came to meet you."

She said that with a smug smile, as if she thought she'd scored a point against me, and then walked into the Class A classroom ahead of me.

I could only bow my head at the sight.

"Um... w-who are you?"

"Hello, Professor. I'm Ardena Valentine, who requested to observe for the day."

"Ah! The student who said she'd come with Jenison?"

Just then, I lost all confidence to enter the room so boldly.

***

"Now, everyone, please share your opinions about this formula..."

"They don't teach anything that impressive here, do they?"

"..."

Well, to get to the conclusion first, the situation was somehow resolved smoothly.

Ardein's claim that she had contacted the professors in advance wasn't a lie, it seemed.

Professor Rupel, who was just about to start the lecture, didn't say anything about her behavior and continued with the class as if nothing had happened.

Of course, that didn't mean the other students remained silent.

"Hmm...?"

"..."

Fortunately, Silvia and Isabella, who had seen her separately once before, just looked back and forth between her face and mine while tilting their heads, without making any further comments.

"Hmm... a new face. Sino, do you know who she is?"

"Who... Oh, of course I do~"

Albert and Sino, who were chatting in a corner, seemed to already know her, befitting people who frequently attended social gatherings.

Unfortunately, not many students in this classroom were acquainted with her, so it wasn't strange that almost everyone's attention was focused on her now.

Besides, though I'm reluctant to judge someone's appearance right in front of them, she was objectively and subjectively quite beautiful.

Moreover, she was a junior a year younger than us who normally wouldn't be able to come here, yet here she was, boldly attending a Class A lesson.

It was inevitable that the gossip-hungry nobles wouldn't stay quiet, and naturally, almost all eyes in the class were fixed on her.

Just like now.

"Could you tell us your family name...?"

"You must be younger than us, so why do you want to attend this class...?"

"If you need someone to show you around the Academy..."

...What was that last guy thinking when he said that?

Even if he had nothing else to say, she was clearly already a student here, so saying something like that would obviously be useless.

And besides that, there were many other questions directed at her.

So many that even she, who had maintained a composed demeanor until now, showed rare signs of being flustered.

Well, most of the questions were from male students.

*It might be better if they keep getting distracted like this—*

"Alright, I understand you're all excited about the new student, but let's focus on the lecture for now!"

With that command from the professor to return to their seats, the crowd surrounding her began to disperse.

At the same time, her fierce eyes, which had been in the middle of the crowd, immediately turned toward me, but I ignored her, completely turning my head away.

My role had ended with bringing her here, and there seemed no need for me to be further involved with her.

Besides, it was somewhat satisfying to see her in difficulty.

"...!"

*What, what's your problem?*

Just as I briefly met the junior's resentful gaze, I felt someone tugging at my clothes from beside me.

"Jenison...!"

"...Saintess?"

It was none other than the Saintess herself.

I'd heard she was taken to the church after that fight, but since I hadn't received any news after that, I thought she was still unconscious.

*Well, if she hadn't woken up, the church wouldn't have remained quiet all this time.*

"Jenison...? What are you thinking about so deeply?"

"...I was thinking how glad I am that you've awakened."

"Ah... I had so much to do right after waking up that I couldn't contact you. I'm sorry."

"No, I'm just glad you're alright."

"..."

"...Why are you looking at me like that?"

"No... I just didn't expect to hear such an honest expression of gratitude from you..."

Well, I don't know how she might take it, but I was genuinely glad she had woken up.

After all, she had fainted because of me.

I was the one who asked her for help in the first place, and I was also the one who returned her to the church unconscious.

To be honest, if the church were to hold me responsible right now, I couldn't really object.

The church cherished their Saintess dearly, and back then, I had essentially taken her from their hands.

"By the way... did you have something to discuss with me?"

"Oh right, that...!!"

"Attention, everyone! I have some separate announcements to make."

"..."

"...Let's talk later."

"Yes..."

Just as she was about to tell me something, she was forced to return to her seat by the formidable barrier that was the professor.

As if he had been waiting for this, Professor Rupel, who had been slowly observing all the students from the podium, began to write the announcements on the blackboard.

"You all know that the final evaluation will begin soon, right?"

"Yes~"

"Who wouldn't know that?"

...Has it already been that long? Time really flies...

Well, I just don't remember well because of all the busy events, but quite a bit of time has passed—enough for the final evaluation to start again.

"Due to the incident during the midterm evaluation, the format of this final evaluation has been changed a bit."

"What? All of a sudden?!"

"No way, what is this...!"

"Be quiet. We professors are already racking our brains over this too."

"..."

"Anyway, the final evaluation has been changed to exploration and report submission, so keep that in mind."

"...What? That's it?"

"Wait, if that's the case, this might actually be better?"

The professor's statement immediately reversed the students' expectations that the evaluation might have become more difficult, and their reactions quickly turned positive.

Honestly, submitting a report did seem relatively easier than fighting other students, and for those who were weaker in combat and ranked lower, this was practically a chance for a reversal.

Few students were displeased. Report submission was an area where one could expect quite high scores with just a little effort, and it didn't require risking any injuries or taking other risks.

Just as everyone was feeling relieved about the seemingly easier difficulty, the professor spoke again.

"No, of course that's not all. The final evaluation will be done in groups, with at least four people per group."

"...?"

"And if even one person doesn't participate properly, the score will be the lowest possible."

"...!!"

It was the beginning of a group project.

Ch.200 - Group Project (2)
The students couldn't hide their shock at Professor Lupel's surprising announcement that the final evaluation would also be conducted in groups.

This wasn't how things were supposed to work. While mid-term evaluations were traditionally done in groups to assess teamwork and help students become comfortable with each other, final evaluations had always been individual affairs. The final was meant to test each student's personal combat ability alone, since by that point cliques would have already formed among the students. This unwritten rule had never changed since the Academy's founding.

After all, the Academy's primary purpose was to develop individual combat strength.

Yet the students accepted this change surprisingly quickly—or rather, they had no choice but to accept it. Everyone had witnessed the disaster during the mid-term evaluations. If they had continued with a similar evaluation method despite what happened, that would have created its own problems.

There were plenty of overprotective parents in this era who would have pestered the professors about safety concerns. Some might have even demanded canceling the evaluations altogether. The professors must have thought carefully about changing the format to something that couldn't possibly be criticized on safety grounds.

"You can form your groups freely, just like last time," Professor Lupel said.

"Ohhh..."

"In that case, we should..."

Indeed, from a safety perspective, there was nothing to criticize. Writing a report couldn't possibly be dangerous.

"However, groups cannot exceed four members, and if even one member fails to participate, the entire group will receive the lowest possible score."

Upon hearing those words, I—who had been a university student in a previous life—immediately dropped my head onto the desk and buried my face.

*Damn it all!*

"Uh... Jenison? Why suddenly...?"

I ignored the Saintess beside me, who was confused by my sudden behavior.

***

Oblivious to my gloomy mood, the professor continued explaining those dreadful details without changing his expression.

He went on about evaluation criteria and deadlines—details I couldn't care less about. I buried my head again and tried to sleep through his tedious explanation.

Graduating from the Academy meant nothing to me anymore anyway.

Other students were here to inherit their family names or to gain greater power, but I had already received a title directly from the Emperor, making me unsuitable for continuing a family line. Objectively assessing my current abilities, I should be seeking a different master rather than staying at the Academy.

I hate to say it myself, but my fighting style isn't exactly conventional.

*The most promising option is that person from the Arena that the Duke introduced me to...*

If it were anyone else, I might doubt them, but someone recommended by Charlotte the Duke, who had hundreds of deaths on her hands, must have proven their strength already. And considering I received this recommendation quite some time ago and haven't heard news of their death, they must still be alive—in a place that houses nearly all the Empire's most vicious criminals.

That alone proves their skill. This isn't about ordinary criminals. That place is reserved for those obsessed with murder and pleasure.

*But then, does that mean my master will be one of those people?*

"Additionally, exploration sites are limited to those designated by the Academy."

"Whaaaat?!"

"No, Professor... that's...!!"

"Quiet! Did you think the Academy's final evaluation would be that easy?"

As I lay with my head on the desk, Professor Lupel's thunderous declaration struck the other students like lightning.

To be fair, this was the Academy's final evaluation after all. They certainly wouldn't want to accept reports from students who just went sightseeing wherever they pleased.

Designating specific locations made sense. They needed to assess how much the students' combat abilities had improved.

"I will now announce the exploration sites carefully selected by the Academy."

"Please, anywhere but a Gate..."

"A Gate would actually be good—we might get artifacts."

"Wake up! Do you think we could clear a Gate without the professors?"

The atmosphere among the students grew increasingly heated after hearing Professor Lupel's words.

"What terrible luck..."

"They should at least let us choose our own locations."

Everyone complained in their own way, but as mere students, we had no power to change what the Academy had already decided. Soon enough, the students quieted down and waited for Professor Lupel's next words, hoping for at least one normal location.

"The first location is... the Knights' Tomb in Hest Territory."

"Whaaat?!"

"Wait, Professor. Is that really true?"

As soon as Professor Lupel finished speaking, not only the Saintess beside me but also many noble students around us questioned him in unison, clinging to the faint hope that he had misspoken.

"This can't be happening... are they really telling us to go there?"

"But we don't have many holy magic users..."

The Knights' Tomb—I'd heard of it once before. It was a Gate where powerful undead appeared, making it impossible to enter without highly skilled holy magic users. One of the Gates that remained unconquered because of the constant appearance of the headless knight called Durahan, earning it the name "Knights' Tomb."

*Even if combat isn't the goal... sending mere students to such a place?*

"The second location is... hmm, this one might be quite difficult."

"D-difficult?"

"More difficult than the Knights' Tomb?"

"The second location is the Ancient Forest in Renernia Territory."

The Ancient Forest was also notorious—teeming with animal and plant-type magical beasts, as well as insect-type monsters that women particularly despised. It was so dangerous that Renernia Territory had completely banned entry.

As another challenging location was announced, the students' faces grew increasingly grim. Ignoring their reactions, Professor Lupel continued listing the remaining sites.

*I guess I'll just go wherever's left—*

"The final location is... the Arena. That's all, begin forming your groups!"

*Oh?*

As soon as the professor finished, the previously quiet students immediately began searching for their friends to form groups.

Everyone was trying to recruit their close friends and top-performing students. My previously quiet surroundings suddenly filled with the chatter of other students.

Of course, it wasn't because of me.

"Saintess, would you consider joining my group?"

"No, Saintess! You won't regret working with me."

"Saintess, I've always been a devoted follower of the church..."

It was because of the Saintess sitting next to me.

An exceptional holy magic user like her was essential for entering the Knights' Tomb, which seemed to be the easiest option. She was impeccable in both skill and character.

While she appeared slightly flustered by the sudden crowd, she wasn't the only one experiencing this phenomenon.

"Princess Silvia, I request your company to the Ancient Forest..."

"Lady Isabella, please form a group with us to go to the Fire Pit..."

"Albert, won't you come with me to the Desert Sand Tomb? I promise it will be a valuable experience..."

Almost all the top students in Class A were experiencing the same situation. They were popular, and rightfully so—being with them guaranteed a certain level of safety.

On the other hand, some students, including myself, showed no movement at all.

That's not to say no one approached me. Unlike before, I even noticed some rather friendly glances, making me realize that I too had made a name for myself at the Academy—in a good way, not a bad one.

*"Jenison, would you like to form a group with me..."*

*"Oh my, Jenison... if you haven't found group members yet, I could..."*

These were tempting offers. I couldn't avoid the final evaluation, and it would be better to team up with people who were friendly toward me than with complete strangers.

However, I had to decline them all for a very practical reason.

*As if those guys would willingly go to the Arena with me...*

By the way, watching the Saintess flustered by the crowd was quite... no, extremely entertaining.

Ch.201 - Group Project (3)
Professor Lupel said he would give us plenty of time to form teams, considering the sudden announcement.

But not a single student was taking it easy after hearing that. Everyone knew that making the first move was overwhelmingly advantageous for recruiting other top students.

Except for those who genuinely didn't care about rankings, almost all students began moving in unison. Before long, the Academy hallways were once again filled with the sound of student conversations.

Moreover, this might be the last chance to close the gap in academic rankings all at once. So apart from a few exceptions, countless students were frantically trying to find teammates with even slightly better skills.

That enthusiasm showed no signs of dying down even after some time had passed. And victims of that enthusiasm were starting to appear everywhere.

"..."

"You... don't look so good?"

"Ah, Jenison..."

Rianna, who was standing before me looking like a corpse, was one of those victims.

"It hasn't been that long since we last met... we saw each other recently, haha."

"You look quite tired."

"Haha... yeah."

Even though she was a commoner, the number of students who wanted her on their team was more than I expected.

According to her, it was probably because she had once helped take down a mid-level magical beast.

Besides, even I could see that her skills had improved considerably. She had clearly been practicing consistently.

The amount and quality of mana emanating from her body was different now, and the way she used her talent, [Conversion], had become much more efficient than before.

Plus, because of her commoner status, people could treat her more casually, and given her personality, she wouldn't turn her back on teammates.

At this point, it would be stranger not to consider her.

And while there were many beautiful women around, Rianna herself was quite attractive too.

Pretty, diligent, kind, skilled, and a commoner to boot.

Honestly, if she weren't still relatively unknown at the Academy, she'd have noble male students drooling over her credentials.

Girls in this world, having been raised delicately since childhood, often irritated others by acting as if being put on a pedestal was only natural.

"So, have you decided on your team?"

"Huh? No?"

"Oh?"

"I do have someone I want to team up with!!"

Ah, that makes sense.

She must have made some friends while I was gone.

It wouldn't be strange for her to have friends she wanted to take the evaluation with.

*I guess she should be going to apply with that friend instead of standing here like this...*

"Jenison, why are you suddenly looking like that?"

"No, it's nothing. So who's this friend you want to team up with?"

"Huh? They're right here."

As she said that, the finger she pointed was unmistakably directed at me.

"...Me?"

"Yes."

I clicked my tongue at her firm answer, but her gaze didn't waver at all.

As if she really wanted to form a team with me.

"...Do you not want to team up with me?"

Not want to team up with her?

That wasn't it at all.

Unlike before, she would now be a considerable asset, and her abilities were by no means lacking.

There were a few nobles who had wanted to team up with me until just now, but since I was the one choosing my teammates, they couldn't openly express their dissatisfaction.

However...

*It's too dangerous.*

As I mentioned, the Arena is a place where vicious criminals are gathered to engage in bloody battles.

It's a place where the smell of blood never dries and chunks of flesh roll around.

And I'm thinking of taking her there?

I honestly think she'd be lucky not to faint.

The place is crawling with rough, fierce-looking men, and the person I need to meet is likely among the strongest of them.

After all, they were recommended by none other than Duke Charlotte.

How could I take her to a place with such people?

She just wants to go for the final evaluation, while I'm going to meet the person Duke Charlotte recommended.

Our purposes are completely different from the start.

Of course, I would be more than happy if she came with me, but I didn't want to put her in danger just for that.

"..."

"Ah... is it not possible with me? Haha... I guess that makes sense. I'm still weak... hmm..."

My heavy silence must have seemed like a rejection, because her expression began to deteriorate right before my eyes.

Her complexion, which had seemed somewhat okay until just now, suddenly looked no better than a corpse's.

Feeling that this couldn't go on, I quickly grabbed both her shoulders, brought my face close to hers, looked her in the eyes, and slowly opened my mouth.

"Get a hold of yourself, Rianna."

"Huh? Uh... what?"

"You're doing well, well enough that I want to take you with me."

"...Huh?"

As soon as I finished speaking, clarity returned to her eyes for the first time, and I didn't miss the opportunity to comfort her.

"So you have absolutely no reason to be discouraged."

"No, no, wait... what did you just say..."

After that, I spent a full 15 minutes carefully explaining to her why she shouldn't be so dejected.

"Now you should understand... Rianna?"

"Hehe... hehe."

Fortunately, she seemed to have understood everything, as the last expression I saw on her face was quite... no, considerably better than before.

*Well, I guess it's fine. I should get back to class now anyway.*

***

"Hehe... hehehe..."

No matter how much she tried not to be conscious of it, laughter kept escaping from her mouth.

To the point where she could somewhat understand how happiness could make someone laugh.

"Hehe... he said he'd take me with him...!"

Rianna began burying her flushed face on her desk as she recalled what had just happened, and continued to replay their conversation in her mind.

He said he wanted to take her with him. Her, of all people, Jenison did.

*Can I take this as his answer from back then?!*

Not long ago, she had confessed to him.

That she thought she liked him.

And although he had clearly evaded giving an answer at that time, there was no way someone like Jenison would forget such a thing.

He was kind and considerate enough to think of others even when he himself was having a hard time.

Of course, if he heard this, he would immediately deny it, saying "What are you talking about?"

But she, who had received actual help from him, knew better.

That he was at least a kind person who could think of others.

Then, considering his personality and all the circumstances, his earlier statement about wanting to take her with him—

Wasn't that indirectly answering her confession?

*Is it... possible?*

Surely someone who showed such keen perception in other areas couldn't be completely clueless in this regard.

And if that was the case, then this meant...

"Hehe..."

And so she spent another joyful day.

***

"WAAAAAAAAAH!!!"

In the arena where ear-piercing cheers could be heard, blood and flesh scattered from the center, creating a foul, bloody stench.

But the spectators watching all this didn't even frown—instead, they were busy letting out even louder cheers.

People killing people, and other people cheering as they watched—this nonsensical scene was taking place in none other than the Arena.

This place, known as the final battleground and hell for criminals, was literally where only the most heinous and serious offenders were brought.

Unlike the 21st century, this world had a death penalty, and this place was created to provide entertainment for the nobles.

When do you think people feel the most thrilled?

Not by the standards of 21st-century values, but in this place where the value of life is like a candle in the wind, most people would probably say:

"A fight where lives are at stake."

The madness and pleasure that fighting brings to people is so sweet and attractive that it can't be compared to anything else.

Blood splattering against blood, flesh being cut off in chunks, two people rushing at each other trying to take each other's lives—

For the spectators, it was an extremely stimulating and entertaining spectacle.

Above all, since the people fighting so bloodily were death row inmates with crimes so heinous they were buried by society, there was no reason to feel guilty.

"Now, everyone!! Finally, the main event of our Arena!!"

"Oh, finally...!"

"I bet everything on you again this time, hahaha!!"

However, there was one thing the people were overlooking at the moment.

"The appearance of our Arena's crazy killer!! The [Black Mule]!!"

It was that they were under the illusion they had perfectly leashed the beast.

*...Hah, even this is starting to get boring...*

In reality, the dog they had leashed had no intention of being tamed.

*...Should I leave?*

Ch.202 - Group Project (4)
"Princess Silvia, if you haven't formed a group yet, would you like to join me..."

"Thank you for the offer, but I must decline."

"B-but, couldn't you at least consider..."

"I've already decided who I want to partner with."

Having flatly rejected yet another group invitation—already in the double digits today—Silvia left the dumbfounded male student standing there as she rose from her seat and began looking around.

She was hoping that person might be somewhere nearby.

Of course, her exceptional hearing had already informed her that he had gone outside, but she paid no attention to such details.

What mattered was the possibility that he might have returned by now.

"Hmm... he hasn't come back yet?"

A normal person would have accepted that their target wasn't present and gone about their business, hoping to meet them later.

Unfortunately, she was no ordinary person.

She was the Princess of the Elves, possessing the insane determination that even that cold-headed black-haired boy had acknowledged.

Moreover, though she wasn't aware of it herself, she was currently in an extremely irritated state—something obvious to anyone who knew her.

Having grown so accustomed to her position as Princess of the Elves, where she couldn't show emotions to others, she couldn't even recognize this fact herself.

But that didn't mean she couldn't feel emotions.

Of course, for long-lived species who had existed for centuries, such feelings would be meaningless.

But she wasn't an elf who had lived quite that long yet.

She could clearly feel these emotions—irritation and displeasure.

And they were definitely directed toward that girl over there, happily chatting with other female students.

"My, are all juniors these days this adorable?"

"Not really. Even my younger sister isn't this cute..."

"P-please stop! I'm the daughter of a marquis family...!"

"Junior? Are you trying to intimidate your senior with your family status...?"

"It's fine, I'm also from a well-known marquis family."

"Huh?"

"This won't do, Rezel? Go fetch my valuables."

"Yes, miss."

"What? Wait...!"

Honestly, that looked less like a casual conversation and more like straightforward adoration.

In any case, Silvia disliked that girl.

More precisely, she had disliked her since this morning, when she was taking her walk.

***

"Hmm... I understand people are gathering in this direction, but is there really any need to go this way..."

Tweet tweet... tweet tweet tweet!!

"And what's over there... Jenison?"

It was a coincidence.
Meeting those two there.

She had merely been taking her usual early morning walk

And had followed the unusual gathering of people.

She hadn't even considered that he might be there, but thinking about it now, it wasn't such a bad thing.

*Well, I was getting rather bored anyway, so this works out.*

Even though she was an elf accustomed to the tedium of forest life,

These dawn walks that consisted of nothing but walking had become quite boring,

So she unhesitatingly changed direction to follow the pair.

She was quite curious about what those two could be doing at this early hour,

Which was particularly early for humans, even if not for her.

Besides, she had nothing else to do at the moment.

Of course, given Jenison's expertise at detecting presences,

Had she thoughtlessly followed them directly,
She might have been quickly discovered and fallen flat on her face,

But this time too, she refrained from hasty action.

She was well aware that stalking someone was inappropriate by human standards.

However, that didn't mean she was going to give up.

Well, if she just listened without being seen, it shouldn't be a problem.

Considering her status,

No matter how impressive Jenison and the woman beside him might be, they couldn't hold her accountable.

*But that's not what I want.*

Having come all this way,

If she earned their enmity, it would all be for nothing.

Besides, she could hear them anyway without following them.

The superior hearing of elves made that possible with just a little concentration.

*Inhale—*

Ignoring the bird chirping curiously beside her,

She took a deep breath.

As she steadied her breathing and took in the surrounding sounds,

Not only did the faint sounds become clearer,

But even sounds she couldn't hear before now reached her ears,

And finally, the voice she wanted to hear began to come through.

"...but putting that aside, are you really going to keep following me like this?"

"Of course! You should quietly escort me...!!"

*...?*

By then, she had no idea that the main part of their conversation had already passed.

***

*It's clearly one-sided following...*

Back in the present, she still hadn't taken her eyes off her junior for even a moment.

After carefully analyzing the conversation she'd overheard,

She realized that Jenison was definitely not accompanying that girl because he wanted to.

At the very least, their relationship was not a harmonious one.

*I'm most curious about what kind of relationship they have, but is it really okay to keep letting her stick to him?*

Although the incident in the Great Forest hadn't been completely resolved yet,

He still remained a benefactor in the hearts of the elves.

If he hadn't stepped up then, the damage to the Great Forest would have been even more severe.

What if he was unable to shake her off due to some personal circumstances?

*If that's the case, I should tear them apart somehow...*

But what could she personally do about it?

In the end, that girl would follow Jenison no matter what,

And while Jenison seemed to have reluctantly permitted it,

He had ultimately allowed her to accompany him.

And truthfully, it wasn't such a big deal.

It was just a childish human girl clinging to a friend who piqued her interest.

It was nothing more than the selfish actions of a girl who attached herself without considering the other person's feelings,

And since she herself understood this well,

She had no intention of taking any measures.

After all, who someone keeps by their side is their own right.

Even as the Princess of the Elves, she couldn't interfere.

*But I can't help feeling uncomfortable about it.*

Yet no matter how much she tried to think that way,

He was the only human who had recently sparked her interest,

So she couldn't help feeling a little disappointed.

Unlike herself, who had to stay in foreign lands and constantly face different species,

She wasn't the only person in his life.

*...?*

As soon as that thought crossed her mind, something strange stirred within her,

But she paid it no mind and slowly prepared for the next lecture.

Thinking that, as always, it would pass with time.

*I should ask him later what kind of relationship they have.*

***

After parting with Rianna, the next lecture was Practical Combat,

Not one-sided sparring between people,

But a class focused solely on fighting magical beasts and real combat situations.

In a world overflowing with magical beasts,

One might think such a class would be quite popular judging by the title alone,

But unfortunately, that wasn't the case at all.

Far from being popular, students actually avoided this "Practical Combat" lecture.

"Now then, let's see how many of you showed up today?"

"Um, about that... today too..."

"Well, just looking around, it seems we don't even have half of those who originally signed up."

As always, Professor Victorica entered the classroom, her pink hair swaying, and checked attendance,

But as she noted, today again the number of attending students could be counted on one's fingers.

If any more students dropped out, it seemed the class might become unsustainable.

"Hmm... two fewer than yesterday."

Well, honestly, that was understandable.

In reality, this Practical Combat lecture was much more grueling than expected.

It was almost like training for a professional knight order.

"I don't particularly care, but those who keep skipping should know I can't guarantee their grades."

Students who had initially signed up based solely on her appearance had long since dropped out.

Whether they thought it foolish to endure such a rigorous schedule just to see a professor's face was unclear,

"And I heard there's a new student joining us today... hmm?"

"..."

"Are you that student?"

For me, this lecture was actually worth taking.

What they taught here was truly practical—

Everything that could be used in real combat situations.

"Yes, Professor. I'm Ardena Valentaen!"

"Good, I hope you'll do well, even if just for today."

...If only the kid wasn't here.

Ch.203 - Hell Training (1)
I should warn you in advance, I wanted to stop her.

No matter how long she had been wielding a sword, I didn't think she could easily handle this infamous class.

Besides, she was a woman. Physically weaker than a man.

Of course, I wasn't dismissing her because she was female, but don't people always say there's an unbridgeable physical gap between women and men?

No matter how much she trained and conditioned her body, she would ultimately face physical limitations.

Especially in this place where we had to train without using mana, relying solely on our bodies—her disadvantage would only be more pronounced.

"It's not too late to just go back and rest—"

"No, I absolutely need to take this class."

But making my concerns look foolish, she insisted on attending this class no matter what, showing even more enthusiasm.

*Sigh, fine, do whatever you want.*

I decided to give up on her. She wasn't the type to listen anyway, and giving her this kind of advice now seemed ridiculous.

This must have been her daily life in her family. Because she was a woman, simply for being a woman—everything she did would have been labeled with that tag. Yet she had never once given up on what she wanted to do.

She wouldn't change her mind now just because of something I said.

"Well, since we have a new face today, even if just for one day..."

*New face?*

"I'd like to introduce myself, but time is short, so we'll proceed as we go."

"..."

"What are you waiting for? Everyone gather at the training ground."

***

So several students, including myself, followed the professor to the training ground, and I could observe the students' expressions changing moment by moment.

Of course, all changes were for the worse, not better.

"Ugh... if it weren't for the grades, I would have quit this class long ago..."

"Seriously, this is way too intense..."

"Honestly, if the grades weren't so good, I would have already..."

"I never wanted to come back... I wish it had been canceled..."

Hmm, I'm genuinely worried about whether she can endure this.

Despite appearances, all these male students complaining are ones who received professional training in their families for quite some time. Otherwise, they wouldn't have those lean muscles.

Yet even they were struggling and afraid of Professor Victorica's class.

As someone who had been taking her class for a while, if I had to describe her class in one word...

*Hell? No... that's not enough.*

Yes, the word "hell" was insufficient.

Of course, her class was definitely useful. In this world that values honor and dignity above all else, instructors who teach purely for practical combat without fixed forms or rules were rare even within the Academy.

For someone like me who had lost touch for quite a while, her class was invaluable, but other students didn't think so. Or rather, they couldn't afford to think so.

Her class schedule was barely manageable even for students accustomed to grueling work.

*Well, it doesn't apply to me, but that kid...*

When my thoughts reached that point, I honestly began to worry whether she could even finish this class, let alone keep up with the training.

Considering her pride, she would never give up no matter how difficult it got... but that would surely leave her barely able to stand later.

*How can I convince her to back down willingly?*

Suddenly, I found myself responsible for a stubborn child—one so selfish she wouldn't listen to reason.

*Really, if she were my child, I would have given her a good smack...*

"Now then, who shall we start with today... Renika?"

"Ah, yes!"

What snapped me out of my thoughts was Professor Victorica calling a name, and the female student called Renika immediately sprang forward to the professor, abandoning all the dignity she normally maintained, as if she had never been grumbling.

Well, honestly, there were nobility here who valued dignity, but strangely, none of the students, including those nobles, criticized her behavior.

Or rather, they couldn't criticize her. Though they tried to ignore it, they couldn't guarantee they wouldn't act the same way in her situation.

If other nobles saw this scene, they might mock these students for being afraid of a mere professor, but at least we knew better. We knew not to defy her.

"This is too much!"

"What's that? Do you have a complaint about my training methods?"

"Of course! This can't possibly be appropriate for students...!"

Previously, there was a student who strongly defied her, and surprisingly, no other students tried to stop him.

Though no one said it aloud, they all secretly agreed with his opinion. They knew her training was too harsh and didn't seem tailored to student levels, so the students actually supported him for once.

For them to side with someone known for his bad behavior—that should tell you how painful her training was.

And surprisingly, her response to that student was...

"What do you expect me to do?"

"W-what?"

Consistent dismissal accompanied by discipline.

"Whoever you are outside, here you're a student and I'm a professor."

"B-but that's..."

"And the content of the class is at the professor's discretion. Is there anything wrong with what I'm saying?"

There couldn't have been anything wrong. As she said, determining class content was a privilege that belonged solely to the professor.

"If you're dissatisfied with my class, become a professor yourself."

"No..."

"As a mere student, you have no authority."

"D-do you know what family I come from...?!"

"My family background is nothing to scoff at either."

Moreover, her family was a marquis house. Though not quite a duke's family, the marquis background alone was enough to quash any presumptuous rebellion from most students.

In the end, her training intensity never changed, and the student who defied her had to endure twice the training as punishment.

What? How do I know so well? Of course I know.

*Because I was that student who defied her...*

Back then, I was in the middle of my Delinquent act, so I had to show myself as completely lacking in perseverance. I only meant to test the waters a bit, but I never imagined it would turn out like that.

*Sigh... I hope today is a little less difficult.*

Normally, I would secretly welcome intense training, but today I desperately hoped it wouldn't be the case.

As luck would have it, the final evaluation notice was suddenly announced today, and students started moving faster than I expected, so I still hadn't found decent team members.

Well, honestly, if I looked around, I could surely find a few people, but among them, those willing to go to the Arena with me would be few and far between.

Other locations were already notorious for being difficult to access, but who would willingly go to the most dreaded Arena with me?

Considering all that, I didn't have time to be standing around like this. I should have been running out of the classroom right now to find other students.

*But if I do that, who knows what the professor will do to me later... sigh...*

She must know that I recently became a baron. No, she couldn't not know—she was a member of a marquis family after all. She would have heard such news.

However, if you asked whether she would make an exception for me because of that... I couldn't be sure. She was also known for her inflexibility.

She wouldn't readily grant a request from a mere baron, and so I found myself back at square one, clicking my tongue in frustration.

*Sigh... I guess all I can do is hope this ends quickly?*

"Renika, I'll give you a choice."

"Y-yes?"

"Whether you want to be the first to receive training or not."

"What? M-me?!"

"Yes, this time I'll specially allow those who finish training first to leave the class earlier."

At that moment, Professor Victorica's voice pierced my ears more clearly than ever before.

"Professor, are you serious?!"

"W-why so suddenly..."

"You all seem busy with the final evaluation, so this is my way of being considerate... unless you don't like it?"

"N-no, of course I like it!"

"This is wonderful, Professor!! You're the best!!"

"...Heh, is that so? Then I'll take volunteers. Whoever wants to train first, step forward."

"..."

"Why is everyone hesitating? Perhaps you don't like this approach after all—"

"I'll go first."

Unable to contain myself, I stepped forward of my own accord.

Ch.204 - Hell Training (2)
Professor Victorica's training is, unlike its notorious reputation, surprisingly simple.

Of course, the intensity is far from ordinary, which is the real issue.

But when you actually hear what the training entails, it makes you think, "Huh? That seems doable."

"Urgh...!!!"

"Is that all you've got? You seemed so confident, I expected more."

Nevertheless, Professor Victorica's lectures were always sparsely attended.

Even though students captivated by her exceptional beauty consistently signed up for her classes.

The reason was simple.

"Huff... huff..."

"Wow... isn't that insane? How can he endure it so well?"

"I know, I could never do something like that."

"Hey, is this the first time the professor has smiled during training?"

Whatever you might imagine, the training was far more brutal than anyone could anticipate.

Even I, who had experienced various types of training before, could tell that the amount of training she demanded from us was far from normal.

Her training was so harsh that if strangers were to observe, they would surely think she wasn't trying to teach students but rather training professional knights.

Naturally, many people complained about her training methods.

Some criticized her for using outdated training techniques in modern times.

Others mocked her, saying her simple-minded and brutish personality was reflected in her training methods.

All sorts of slander and insults circulated among the students, but she seemed completely indifferent to them.

She had never changed her training methods, not even once.

"Urrrgh...!!!"

"What's this? Don't tell me you're already tired?"

"...No, let's just move on to the next exercise."

"Oh? Not being insolent like before. Very good."

Running around a training ground the size of the school yard while carrying armor and a sword that must weigh dozens of kilograms until told to stop.

Hanging heavy weights on outstretched arms and maintaining that position for dozens of minutes, and so on.

Her training literally felt like it was tearing every muscle in my body to shreds.

As time passed, beads of sweat began to form on my forehead.

Huff—
Huuuff—

Before I knew it, all I could hear was my own ragged breathing.

The gazes of those watching me endure the training in silence gradually began to change.

From looks of contempt to expressions of astonishment.

Like they were seeing something that shouldn't exist?

Honestly, I didn't think it warranted such extreme reactions, but thinking about it, I could understand why.

They probably thought it was absolutely impossible for them to do this.

Even if someone could accomplish this, they wouldn't consider that person a student.

*Well, to be fair, I can't really call myself a student either.*

"Hmm, you seem too slow. Can't you pick up the pace?"

"...Huff, you want me to go even faster?"

"Yes, at your current speed, even a snail could beat you."

Moreover, Professor Victorica herself,

Though she spoke like that, anyone here, including myself, would have noticed.

The smile that hadn't been on her lips until just a moment ago was gradually appearing.

"...!"

*Her expression doesn't match her words...*

Of course, smile or not,

It was all meaningless to her, who was attending today's lecture for the first time.

"Hmm? You have the leisure to smile?"

"...Ah, no, this is..."

"Good, then Jenison, you'll have to keep me company a bit longer."

"Ah... no, I have urgent matters to attend to..."

"Do it later. This is an order from your professor."

"But... I..."

"Next student, step forward!!"

Damn it all, this wasn't what I intended.

***

As small screams echoed throughout the training ground,

"So this is the amazing lecture I've been hearing about...!"

There was one student who was alone in brightening her eyes at the scene.

It was Ardena Valentine.

*It looks difficult... no, extremely difficult, but if I consistently do this, I'll become stronger...*

Although she had always held a sword since she was young,

Her body wasn't particularly suited for wielding one.

There was an unbridgeable physical difference between men and women,

And her thin arms and legs were so frail that she could barely train properly.

She was only at this level because she had consumed plenty of beneficial elixirs since childhood.

If not for that, she wouldn't even have dreamed of holding a sword like this now.

Of course, there were ways to compensate for these physical shortcomings,

But because of her family's belief that girls should always behave modestly,

She couldn't even attempt the basic physical training that everyone else did.

So trying to build her body now was unlikely to yield good results.

*But with the Academy's lectures, I won't have to worry about my family's scrutiny...!*

Forgetting that she was too young to attend this lecture,

She looked down at her wrist with joy.

It was a snow-white skin tone that any woman would envy,

But her wrist was as thin as chopsticks, looking like it would break if tapped.

A wrist unsuitable for holding a sword or lifting anything heavy,

And not appropriate for using the swordsmanship she had learned long ago.

She disliked it immensely.

Whenever she tried to use a sword a little more in the past,

Her wrist would always ache and hinder her.

"Urrrgh..."

"I... I can't take it anymore...!!"

"W-wait, hey, where are you going?!"

"Eek?!"

At that moment, a student who couldn't endure anymore started to run away,

And collided with her, causing them both to tumble backward.

Hard enough to make onlookers wince.

"Are you alright?!"

Since students fleeing from her class was a common occurrence,

Professor Victorica, who had been quietly watching the student escape,

Rushed over as soon as she saw them collide,

Extended her hand to help them up, and began examining the injured area.

"Huh...?"

"Ah, Professor... thank you."

Not to the student who was trying to escape, but to Ardena Valentine.

"P-Professor, you've mistaken the student...? I'm right—"

"Are you hurt anywhere, Ardena?"

"Ah, yes... no!! Thank you for supporting me..."

Despite his fellow student falling so badly due to that ridiculous training method,

Instead of caring for him, she was more attentively looking after a junior she had just met today.

"Professor!! I fell just the same, but why don't you...!!"

The male student who had been trying to escape moments ago forgot that fact and began to protest vehemently.

"...Wow, seriously."

"Why do I feel more embarrassed than him...?"

At his behavior, other students who usually hung out with him

Were busy blushing and turning away from him.

Instead of being a proper senior who looks after juniors,

He was whining like a child with attachment issues.

It was embarrassing to be a student of the same Academy as him,

And he seemed to notice this fact as well.

After briefly scanning the faces of his friends,

He pressed his lips together and became even more unreasonable.

"Hey!! Why aren't you apologizing after bumping into me?!"

Actions that seemed to have abandoned common sense, manners, and dignity.

But he wasn't in his right mind now.

Being ignored by someone you like can arouse tremendous jealousy.

He had been enduring all this time just to see Professor Victorica's face.

And now, he was being thoroughly ignored by her.

He thought it was all that junior's fault.

That he was behaving so shamefully,

That the beautiful professor was coldly ignoring him,

That the guys he thought were somewhat close were turning away from him—all of it.

Of course, such behavior wouldn't change the gazes around him,

But the current him felt like he couldn't endure without doing something like this.

So rather than backing down from the cold stares around him, he chose to get angrier.

These things are all about momentum.

If he could just get that junior to admit her fault once,

He thought he could navigate this situation more safely.

"...."

"Eek!!"

He didn't think about how his disrespectful attitude would appear to her.

"...."

"...What? Where are you pointing...?"

"Get out."

As soon as Professor Victorica finished speaking,

Everyone's gazes simultaneously turned toward her.

Each with their mouths agape or their eyes trembling severely.

"Did... did I hear that right?"

"Did the professor really say that...?"

She had never directly expelled a student before.

Even if the other party was acting out of line,

Even if they behaved in ways that would have gotten them expelled by other professors,

She never drove out her students.

Not even once.

"P-Professor...?"

"Get out. You are no longer my student."

"N-no, that's...!"

"Just now, you tried to run away from my lecture on your own. And on top of that, you displayed disrespectful behavior."

"...."

"I don't remember having such an arrogant and disrespectful student as my disciple."

"No...!!"

"I won't say it twice. Leave."

As soon as she finished speaking, she immediately turned around,

And didn't pay any attention to the student until he left the training ground, exhausted by his own actions.

*What should I do?! The atmosphere of the lecture has been ruined because of me!*

"Ardena."

"Y-yes?!"

"I didn't expect this to happen in my lecture. I apologize."

"N-no, please raise your head... Professor!!"

As Victorica bowed her head and said she would accept any punishment if desired later,

Ardena, the person involved, didn't particularly want punishment.

If anything else, perhaps.

"Then... instead, could you let me attend this lecture?"

"...."

"...Is that not possible?"

"No, I'm just honestly surprised. Not many people want to attend my lectures.

Saying that, she immediately stroked her chin and thought deeply.

Seeing this, Ardena began to think of the worst possibility—

That she might not accept her.

"I... I...!"

Just as she was about to say that she wouldn't run away like the other students.

"...It's difficult to add you to the regular lecture, but if you're okay with my spare time."

"...!"

Permission granted.

"I-I don't mind! It's really fine!"

"Good, then do as you please... now, let's resume training...?"

"""....?"""

"Where did Jenison go?"

***

Tap tap tap tap—

*Since I don't really need to improve my grades, it should be fine.*

Our protagonist was quite good at running away.

Ch.205 - The Old Lion
The Academy, the Empire's premier educational institution.

A place where one can accumulate all kinds of knowledge and experiences. For ordinary people, even gaining admission is no easy feat. It's said that simply graduating from here guarantees a certain status within the Empire.

This place, shrouded in all manner of glorious reputations and titles—known as the birthplace of countless heroes and the Empire's finest talent incubator—is actually quite far from such honorable designations.

The professors, who should be teaching other students and setting exemplary standards, have become nothing more than puppets taking orders from high nobles. The Academy's creed of equality among students, which once ignited hope in the hearts of commoners, has long been tarnished.

Even now, one glance at the students reveals how thoroughly they behave according to social class. Moreover, student behavior has grown increasingly depraved—not only drinking and smoking, but many engage in promiscuous relationships. Some even challenge professors' authority, with their actions becoming more malicious by the day.

Fortunately, it remained limited to student-level misbehavior.

"Hey, where are you rushing off to without finishing your drink?"

"Way to kill the mood."

However, there was one rule they all strictly observed.

"There's only about ten minutes until the next lecture starts, so I'm going."

"Ah, fine. Go ahead then."

That rule was attending lectures.

With the exception of a select few lectures, like Professor Victorica's, most directly affected their grades. To be honest, this might not make much sense at first glance. High nobles' children fretting over mere grades? Couldn't they just bribe the professors to manipulate the results?

Such questions might cross one's mind.

However, contrary to such thinking, despite the numerous instances of academic misconduct that had flooded the Academy throughout its history, grade manipulation had never once occurred. This was largely due to the current Academy Director.

"Everyone, I know exactly what you've been doing."

Those were her first words when she gathered all the professors on her first day as Director.

"D-Director, what do you suddenly mean by...?"

"I mean exactly what I said. I know where you've been getting your money from."

"...!"

"N-no, that's not...!"

"Are you trying to insult us?!"

Naturally, most professors present denied the accusation, but unfortunately, their opponent was a 9th Circle Archmage, extremely rare even within the Empire.

"Professor Rasen, could you tell me who you met at your residence yesterday evening?"

"T-that's..."

"Or should I mention the family name right here?"

At her cold words, the professors immediately fell silent. She rubbed her forehead as if she couldn't bear to look at their frozen expressions, then began to share some unexpected news.

"Don't be so alarmed. I have no intention of making an issue of this right now."

"T-then...?"

"Unfortunately, the Empire is severely lacking in talent right now."

So much so that we must reluctantly employ people like you.

Hearing her unspoken words, the professors immediately sensed that this was their last chance, and if such incidents occurred again, their careers as professors might truly end.

"Well, I won't control your personal affairs too strictly."

"W-what?!"

"Really...?"

"Yes, as long as you provide equal opportunities to commoner students as well."

That wasn't difficult. Though they worried about the foolish noble children, they were still professors after all.

"And grade manipulation is strictly prohibited."

"W-what?!"

"N-no, wait a moment, Director!!"

But this they could not accept. With so many students whose grades needed immediate adjustment, how could they possibly agree to this?

"D-Director!! That's simply..."

"Did you not hear what I just said?"

"...Pardon?"

"I believe I mentioned that the Empire lacks talent?"

"..."

"And yet, as professors and educators, you want to perpetuate this problem?"

But all they received in response was a sharp gaze that brooked no opposition. As mere professors, they couldn't dare challenge the Director's decision.

In the end, the professors had to tearfully return the money they had received from parents. Nobles, realizing such tricks would no longer work, had to earn their grades through their own efforts, and gradually student attendance began to rise.

Of course, some people ask why they can't just ignore grades altogether, but doing so would almost certainly get them expelled from their families. That's why most students try to graduate from the Academy. Being cast out from one's family without even receiving a title would mean true hardship.

"Though that doesn't apply to me."

I've already left my family, and I've even inherited a title, albeit an informal one, so none of this concerns me.

Honestly, I could leave the Academy right now and it wouldn't be so bad...

*But there's no particular reason to leave either.*

Even a rotten fish is still a fish—the Academy has its merits. I can gain knowledge I don't yet possess, and above all, the library here is quite spacious with many ancient books.

*Oh right... that book I couldn't borrow before, should I go get it now?*

I tried to borrow a book about spirits before but got kicked out with the Imperial Princess...

Since I've already left the lecture and have time to spare, it might be good to go right now. There shouldn't be anyone to interfere with me there anymore.

***

Neeeigh!!

"Whoa, whoa, I understand. I'll stop here, so stop acting up."

Meanwhile, Duke Charlotte, who had immediately headed to the western territory after receiving the report...

Upon arrival, he was guided by the territory's residents to the location where the disturbance had occurred.

"Hmm, I don't understand what could be causing such a—"

As soon as he entered the area, his words caught in his throat.

"...Haha, Reinhardt... what on earth have you been doing?"

Even for someone like him who had been through countless life-and-death situations, the scene before him was utterly shocking.

"...It seems even larger than what was reported."

Beast-like claw marks ran across the entire mountainside. Trees had been uprooted and piled atop one another, and the surrounding ground was completely distorted.

The mountain could no longer be called a mountain. The slope had been carved away to the point where it barely qualified as a hill.

"..."

However, this alone wasn't particularly surprising. Though transforming a mountain like this wasn't easy, Duke Renuel himself could have turned this mountain into a wasteland with just a few proper spells.

If Reinhardt, who was equal to or greater than her in power, couldn't accomplish this much, he would have doubted whether Reinhardt was truly responsible.

No, Duke Charlotte wasn't shocked by that.

"...You've truly gone mad, Reinhardt."

There was only one reason for his shock.

In this territory that he was bound to protect with his life...

In his domain that he was meant to pass down to his descendants for generations to come...

As if deliberately left behind, a considerable amount of dense demonic energy was rising.

This was what had rendered him speechless and caused blood to drip from his clenched palm.

"...Haha, I don't know if this is meant to be some petty provocation..."

But I certainly can't leave it be.

He forced himself to suppress his thoughts and immediately turned back. There was nothing he could do about this much demonic energy anyway.

It would take at least a high-ranking bishop like the one he had summoned before to barely dispel this demonic energy.

*First, I'll request support from the Order as soon as I return...*

Though he couldn't be certain they would help, he had recently revealed the Saintess's location to them, and they had always been sensitive about demonic energy, so they would likely dispatch someone without issue.

*And... it seems I'll have to start searching from my end now.*

Out of lingering attachment, he hadn't pursued too aggressively until now.

But if this was how things would be, he had his methods too.

"Bultan?"

"Yes, Master."

A shadow puppet suddenly appeared behind him—large and thick in build, giving the impression of an enraged bull.

"Go and inform His Majesty."

It seems the time has come to expose Reinhardt's shame.

"He's strangely obsessed with his family's honor, so he'll probably show himself."

"I shall obey."

"And also convey my apology to that young lady on the way."

"Yes."

No one cares about an old lion. They only wait eagerly for the next lion to be born.

"So it would be better for you to come out quickly, Reinhardt."

Before the lion you've carefully raised grows old and is devoured by the crowd.

Ch.206 - Spirit Faculty (1)
The library wasn't far from where I was, so I arrived in the blink of an eye. As expected, since most students were attending lectures, the library was completely deserted—except for the librarian bustling about in the corner, there wasn't a single sign of life.

The interior was silent, with only the rich scent of books and leather permeating the air. It was so clean and tidy that I wondered if someone like me, who had been sweating all over just moments ago, should even enter.

"...Clean."

I quickly cast a simple spell to remove any body odor, and instantly, the sweat smell that had clung to me vanished as if washed away by a cool waterfall. Only then did I feel comfortable enough to step inside.

Thud, thud—

My footsteps echoed through this quiet, solemn space. The librarian, probably not expecting anyone at this hour, glanced at me briefly, then continued to stare for quite some time. I could tell they were checking the registry to see if I had any scheduled visit today.

Some lectures occasionally required students to visit the library for research or to read various magic books. Of course, no such schedule would exist for me today.

"..."

Sure enough, after flipping through the registry for a moment, the librarian began looking at me like I was some kind of lunatic. Fair enough—from their perspective, they were watching a delinquent student who had skipped lectures now browsing books in the library. I'd probably look at someone like that as if they were crazy too.

"..."

"..."

The silent staring became so uncomfortable that I was the first to retreat, moving deeper into the bookshelves where I could finally escape that gaze.

*Phew... that book the princess recommended was definitely...*

[Contemplation and Fundamentals of Spirit Studies]
Translator: Raymond de Anare
Author: Karche (Elf)

This was the book the princess recommended when I met her here before. She said it contained more detailed information about spirits than other books.

According to the author, they had written about the notoriously difficult subject of spirit studies in a way that even a child could easily understand...

*Well, honestly, how difficult could it be?*

With that thought, I slowly turned the first page, and within just three minutes, I had to retract that assumption.

***

I had forgotten.

The author of this book wasn't human but an elf—and not just any elf, but one talented enough to have been part of a hero's party in the past.

*...Is this right?*

It wasn't that the book was difficult to understand. Rather, it was too easy to comprehend, which was the problem.

The ecology and habits of spirits, their classifications by type and attribute, and even the individual personalities of spirits categorized by their attributes—it was so detailed it could be called an encyclopedia. It would be strange not to understand such clear explanations.

I could guarantee that this book alone would be tremendously helpful to most spirit users.

≪User's understanding of spirits has increased dramatically.≫
≪User's spirit affinity has slightly increased.≫

Just like that, as if to prove the fact, my understanding of spirits was growing steadily just from reading.

But the real problem lay elsewhere.

*...There's no consideration for inferior species.*

As mentioned, the author was an elf—a race that could be said to be born alongside spirits. In other words, they could communicate and interact with spirits more easily than anyone else in this world.

It's completely different from us humans, who have to carefully cater to a spirit's whims just to contract with even a low-level one. And this book was written by one of the most powerful elves.

*There's no way a mid-level spirit would do everything you ask without any compensation!*

This is the problem with naturally gifted people. They think everyone else can do what they do, not realizing how absurd their actions seem to others.

*Sigh... still, it's better than nothing, so I'll borrow it...*

Despite everything, the other knowledge and explanations were definitely excellent. That alone made the book worth reading.

I decided to read the rest back at the dormitory, so I closed the thick cover and headed back to the bookshelf.

*What I need right now isn't something so advanced, but something else.*

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. How can anyone run a thousand miles when they can't even walk properly?

What's important for me now is finding ways to better handle spirits within human capabilities. And as far as I know, such information...

*...Ugh, I really don't want to go there.*

...is mostly found in the Spirit Studies Department.

That place is famous for its exceptional academic enthusiasm and obsession with spirits. Countless students have already applied to join, attracted by the rarity of spirits, but most were turned away with the excuse that "the spirits reject you."

As I mentioned before, their passion for spirits there is almost like an academic society...

*...Would it be okay for me to go there?*

I don't think I'd be turned away. Silvia said I have some kind of natural affinity with nature. I can even see spirits a little bit.

*The problem is... that little black-haired girl...*

According to Ibedia, that tiny girl is a spirit. Not only that, but she's a spirit who has formed a contract with me, albeit an informal one.

The important thing is, I've never made a contract with such a being...

*Can a contract be formed without the user's consent?*

I can say with certainty that I've never heard of such a method. Unless we're talking about elves, spirits wouldn't approach humans first and ask to form contracts.

*I don't know... I haven't really been involved with spirits before... Oh.*

Come to think of it... when I went to the Great Forest and met the World Tree, I think the Spirit Kings gathered around and said they wanted to form contracts with me?

I was too overwhelmed to respond at the time, but I remember receiving several gifts from them.

A fresh green leaf, a red feather that felt somehow warm... and the spirit stone that should be safely tucked away in my bag right now was also given to me by them.

"Ah... I don't know."

No matter how much I thought about it, this wasn't information I could figure out on my own. Unless there were people who knew more about spirits than anyone else.

*...I really need to go to the Spirit Studies Department.*

And with that, my next destination was decided.

***

Splash, splash—

Rain poured down heavily, creating muddy streams flowing everywhere, as someone trudged through the mud piles lining the path.

Splash, splash—

Despite the dirty puddles scattered all around, the person moved forward without hesitation, even accelerating their pace.

It looked as if they were being desperately chased by something.

"Shit... shit!!"

And indeed, the man was being chased—by someone unknown in this dark forest.

"Damn it... what did I do wrong to deserve this?!"

Splash, splash—

More and more puddles appeared beneath his feet, but his steps showed no sign of slowing.

The fear that stopping might truly mean death kept him going.

Giggle, giggle—
Giggle, giggle, giggle—

"Shiiiiiit!!! Stay away!!!"

Despite his pitiful screams, the bizarre laughter from the forest didn't stop.

In fact, it grew more frenzied with each of the man's outbursts, as if the situation was nothing but an amusing game to them.

Giggle, giggle, giggle—
Giggle, giggle, giggle, giggle—

"Stay away... please stay away... stay away!!!"

Finally, the man's mind began to break.

He had been through this situation several times already.

Just when he thought he was caught, they would let him escape again.

And just when he thought he had escaped, those laughing voices would surround him once more.

No matter how sane and normal a person might be, experiencing this repeatedly would drive anyone mad.

"Why... why the hell is this happening to me?!"

Giggle, giggle, giggle—

"Stop messing around and tell me what you want, damn it!!"

And at that moment, when the man finally shouted in frustration:

What we want?
What we want?
What we waaaant?

For the first time, the voices of the forest aligned in a spine-chilling unison.

"Wh-what..."

"You asked what we want? Good question. I almost forgot."

"H-huh...!!"

And finally, the owner of the voice he had been so desperate to see appeared before him.

"It's a task from Her Majesty, so I shouldn't forget, right?"

"D-de... demon! Why are you here...?!"

"You asked what we want, didn't you?"

"Th-this can't be... how can a demon be in human territory...!!"

"That cargo you transported in the carriage a month ago—where did you send it, human?"

Her elegant horns and wings revealed themselves under the moonlight.

Ch.207 - Spirit Faculty (2)
The shadowy depths of the twilight forest.

Beautiful moonlight reflected on the rippling surface of the lake,
and as it trembled,
the shadows of the forest began to move as well.

Or rather, I should say the shadows within the forest.

"Lady Camilla, the task is complete."

"Good work."

Beautiful silver hair revealed itself in the moonlight,
and an impossibly beautiful woman began to slowly walk across the surface of the lake.

Splash, splash—

In the eerie forest where not even the sound of insects could be heard,
only the sound of her footsteps on the water's surface reached the ears,
and simultaneously, the moonlight illuminated every inch of her body that had been hidden in darkness.

The moon rose on the lake's surface,
and at the same time, horns sprouted from her head and wings from her shoulders.

As mentioned earlier,
her appearance was far from human.

"So, do you think we can track it?"

"I apologize, but... the man's memories are too old..."

"So it can't be done."

Tsk.

The silver-haired woman clicked her tongue in irritation and continued walking on the water with obvious displeasure.

Even this small action was enough to make the woman reporting to her tremble like an aspen tree.

Given how little emotion she typically showed,
one could easily guess how angry she must be to display even this much.

But what couldn't be done simply couldn't be done.

The memory of driving the carriage had long since been erased from the man's mind,
and completely recovering such memories was impossible for anyone in this world.

All the clues they had been following were now useless.

It would be abnormal not to be irritated.

'Especially since it's the Queen's order...'

"Hah... to have come all this way from that village only to end up empty-handed..."

Recently, a village had been completely devastated by the Queen's order.

Yet the item the Queen desired was nowhere to be found,
and only after extensive inquiries did they learn that the object had been sold somewhere in the borderlands.

Finally, they had found the man who transported the carriage at that time,
but not even the smallest clue remained.

'I never expected humans to be so thorough in covering their tracks...'

Not only were there no traces, but even the usual entry records were missing.

And as she had said, this was a carefully planned operation that had taken quite some time,
so her frustration was about to explode.

Soon, that explosion was directed at the innocent lake.

Splash!

With just one kick, the water's surface erupted in multiple directions.
Fish killed by the sudden explosion floated to the surface,
and the lake—which until moments ago had been so clear you could see straight to the bottom—
instantly became murky with debris.

Splash!

The violent spray of water covered the sky,
and by the time the countless droplets returned to the lake,

'She must be very angry... huh?!'

She realized.

The silver-haired woman who had been standing on the lake just moments ago
was now behind her, stretching with all her might.

"Tsk... there's no choice but to go see for myself."

"La-Lady Camilla? Where are you going...?"

"Where did that man go with the carriage a month ago?"

"Ah... um..."

Of course she knew.

No matter how forgotten a memory might be,
small fragments always remained.

By combining and reassembling those small fragments,
even if it took quite some time,
that level of memory could certainly be recovered.

Camilla, still beautifully illuminating her silver hair,
knew this fact all too well.

After all, they all specialized in playing with human minds.

"Surely you're not telling me you couldn't extract even that much information?"

With a murderous intent that suggested she would pierce the woman's throat at the slightest misspoken word,
Camilla's reddened eyes turned toward the woman still waiting for her in the distance.

Meeting those eyes, the woman immediately straightened up
and once again bowed her head so low her forehead nearly touched the ground.

"I did secure it, however..."

"...However?"

"Given the location... I'm not sure if we can avoid human eyes—"

"Remian."

Crack!

In that moment, Remian's neck was seized by something invisible,
and she was lifted into the air without even being able to scream.

"Kuhak... hak..."

"Were you thinking of disobeying the Queen's order just to avoid human eyes?"

"N-no, I would never have such... thoughts!!"

"Then what's the problem?"

Camilla found her utterly pathetic.

To neglect their Queen, who had been waiting so desperately,
just because human eyes might be bothersome.

As her loyal servant,
and as a woman who followed her,
this was absolutely unacceptable.

Crack!

"I'm... sorry, please... mercy!"

However, she couldn't kill a subordinate who had shared so many hardships with her over just one misjudgment.

If the Queen, who already complained about the lack of useful subordinates these days,
learned that she had killed this one over a single mistake,
she might be even more disappointed in Camilla.

So Camilla had to choose:

Either kill this woman who had presumed to prioritize something over the Queen's order right here and now,
or forgive her this once and let her achieve greater merit later.

'Setting aside whether the latter has any chance of success, the former might make the Queen...'

The Queen might be saddened.

The moment that possibility crossed her mind, the outcome was as good as decided.

Finally, just as Remian's neck was about to snap completely,
Camilla released her with a heavy sigh
and turned away, the sound of retching filling her ears.

"...Make sure this never happens again."

"Cough! Cough!! Yes... Lady Camilla."

"So, the location?"

The Black Fragment—the object the Queen had been so desperately seeking.
An ominous name with an unknown purpose,
but such things hardly mattered to Camilla.

The mere fact that her Queen desired it
was reason enough for her to pursue it so desperately.

"...The Arena."

"...What did you say?"

"The Arena... where humans fight each other."

***

Having decided to visit the Spirit Department first,
I borrowed a few more books from the library, including the one from earlier,
and made my way there.

Of course, classes wouldn't be over for quite some time,
but the Spirit Department students wouldn't be attending lectures anyway.

Unlike other Academy students,
they were the type to dedicate everything to researching spirits.

They maintained just enough attendance to avoid expulsion,
but otherwise, rumors circulated that they never left their department room, as if they'd given up eating and drinking.

'They're probably spending time with spirits even at this hour.'

"The more time you spend with spirits, the closer you get to them!!"

That was one of the mantras they always repeated.

They claimed that just by spending time with spirits,
the spirits' energy would transfer to them, increasing their spirit affinity.

Some even asked professors to allow them to stay cooped up in their department room all day.

'I really thought they were just bold and refreshingly crazy back then...'

I never expected they'd actually confront professors over a spirit.

Other students were desperate to make good impressions for their grades.

'Well, I suppose it's partly their department head's influence.'

As I mentioned, their department head's influence was quite strong.

I heard he was a branch family member of the Renuel ducal family...

If that were true, I would definitely know about it,
so that rumor was likely false.

'If it were true, Isabella would have told me long ago.'

Though we're not close now, we used to occasionally chat about various things a long time ago.

Of course, back then I had to initiate the conversations, and she would only respond with a few words.

'But what should I say to get them to let me in...'

They regularly turn away numerous students who want to join,
using the single excuse that spirits dislike them.

I can't just go up to such people and say,
'The spirits don't dislike me, so can I come in and ask some questions?'

They're already extremely wary of outsiders.

'I've even heard that most professors have to speak with them from outside since they can't enter...'

The more I thought about it, the more hopeless it seemed.

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment and continued walking.

After about ten minutes,
I finally found it:
the Spirit Department, its entrance covered with suspiciously dark cloth.

'It reminds me of those fortune-telling booths we used to make at school.'

They said covering the entrance like this created a mysterious atmosphere,
and I remember spending an entire day working on it.

Of course, these people probably did it to prevent outsiders from seeing inside.

'...How do I get in? Should I just call out to someone?'

As I stood there wondering how to enter,

Rustle—

The cloth covering the entrance began to part on its own.
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As the cloth was lifted with a rustling sound,

I started racking my brain as much as I could.

You know what they say, right?
First impressions determine success.

I thought while fidgeting with my hair that wasn't even messy yet.

What kind of first impression am I making right now?

There's still quite a bit of time before classes end.

The other students haven't even left their classrooms yet.

And here I am, standing right here.

"..."

...No matter how I look at it, don't I seem like a Delinquent?

Anyone who sees me wandering the hallways so openly at this hour would think so.

As I was debating whether to retreat or stay,

The black cloth was suddenly pulled aside completely and someone popped out.

"..."

Their appearance was completely different from what I had imagined.

"..Hello?"

I naturally assumed that someone cooped up in that small room would be wearing glasses with disheveled hair—basically the image of a reclusive loner.

But what do we have here?

The person who emerged was the complete opposite of that image—a female student whose appearance exuded an indescribable elegance.

Like a precious daughter from a count's or marquis's family.

"..."

"..."

"..."

I'm not sure if it was because the Spirit Department rarely had visitors,

But she also stood there, taking in the sight of me frozen in place.

Having discovered each other, we remained silent for a moment.

"...Are you a visitor?"

She was the one who broke the silence first.

Twirling a lock of her curly dark blue hair with one finger,

She began the conversation with an expressionless face and voice.

Though her response was incredibly blunt,

Considering that the Spirit Department rarely received visitors,

Her behavior wasn't unreasonable.

I decided not to make an issue of it.

It's not like I'm actually a Delinquent.

"...I came to ask questions about spirits. Can I come in?"

Thinking that standing here wouldn't get me anywhere,

I decided to state my purpose right away.

The Spirit Department supposedly has spirits that can see through human hearts, so lying would be pointless.

If I wasted time with lies,

There would be no point in coming here.

I might as well just go back to the dormitory and lie down comfortably.

*I doubt the spirits here would turn me away—*

"Not permitted."

"...What?"

I was momentarily stunned by her shocking response.

Before I knew it, she had already turned her back to me and was heading back inside.

I barely managed to regain my senses and stop her.

"...Can I hear the reason?"

Actually, I already knew the reason. Obviously, the spirits inside must have rejected me.

However, I'm a human with a natural affinity for nature that even Silvia Restonil acknowledged.

Enough to communicate with even a Spirit King.

There was even a time when the Princess of the Elves mistook me for a half-elf.

For spirits to reject someone like me?

It was simply unbelievable.

It's not like something had suddenly changed in my body.

"...The reason, you ask."

"Yes, the reason."

"Hmm..."

She pondered, her expressionless face momentarily contorting.

She seemed unable to understand why I was asking again.

Just a moment ago, she had even repeated my question back to me.

And now her head was tilting from side to side in thought.

"..."

She continued twirling her hair with one hand while thinking.

With her other hand on her chin,

She looked like a detective from a literary work.

Eventually, after twirling her hair so much that it became messy,

She looked at me with annoyance and spoke again.

"The spirits have denied you entry."

"..."

No, I'm asking why.

For anyone else, I might understand, but for me to be rejected was quite hard to believe.

Even the spirits around Silvia hadn't objected to my presence.

Why would the lower-level spirits that likely inhabit this place reject me?

"...I want to know the reason why."

"..."

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Well, usually when we say this, people start shouting that we're talking nonsense..."

Ah, well, that makes sense.

Most people would probably think these folks were just trying to keep them out,

Rather than believing that spirits had actually rejected them.

Of course, I don't think that way, but

Most people hate to admit their own inadequacies.

"...Let's skip the nonsense. I want to hear the reason."

The reason why the spirits here reject me.

Since she seems able to communicate with spirits like Silvia,

I thought she could easily ask them for me.

Well, if she refused, I could always bring Silvia later—

"...I suppose that wouldn't be a problem...ugh!"

At that moment, a warm, humid breeze blew through.

A very unpleasant wind filled with moisture.

It was strong enough to mess up both my hair and hers.

Because of it, I had to fix my hair again.

"What's with this sudden..."

"..."

Though she didn't say anything, she also seemed quite annoyed by this unexpected situation.

The surprising thing was that despite the strength of the wind,

None of the surrounding objects moved at all.

Not even the black cloth that was still partially blocking my view.

This meant that the wind had only swept around me and her,

Which was naturally impossible as a natural phenomenon.

Unlike fire, which only interacts with flammable objects,

Or water, which doesn't defy gravity,

Wind blows through everything without discrimination.

*So this must have been artificially created by someone.*

As soon as I realized someone might be nearby,

I hurriedly looked around and spread my spiritual perception,

But I couldn't sense anyone's presence nearby.

Even though I had used mana to enhance my perception.

*If I can't sense them even like this, who could it be...*

"...Ah, yes...I understand."

"...?"

And at that moment,

The girl who had been quiet until now slowly began to speak again,

And her gaze wasn't directed at me.

Well, it was directed at me, but

To be precise, she was looking just above my head.

"...What are you—"

"What? Is that really okay?"

As she continued talking to the space above my head,

I was puzzled for a moment,

Then once again, a warm, humid breeze blew from directly above my head,

Making my hair even messier.

My hair was now as disheveled as if I'd faced a storm head-on.

It would take too much time to fix it all by hand,

So I left my messy hair as it was and looked up.

Not once, but twice,

A warm, humid breeze had blown in this place with no open windows.

It wasn't even summer yet, and today was particularly cool.

This was clearly an artificial wind,

One created by someone skilled enough to concentrate it only in this area.

As far as I knew, there were very few people in the Academy who could handle wind magic at this level.

At most, a few professors and some exceptional students,

But such people wouldn't visit the Spirit Department at this time when classes hadn't even ended yet,

Especially since it wouldn't benefit them in any way.

Well, there was the variable of the Director, but

That person merely operated the Academy,

And surprisingly didn't care about anything that happened here.

Until now, they had only briefly shown their face at major annual events,

And occasionally intervened when students were in danger.

Rumor has it there's even a Director fan club within the Academy...

Well, that must be quite disappointing for them,

But I don't particularly care. If anything, I'd rather not run into the Director.

I did collect a debt from them just in case,

But things still felt awkward between us.

If I didn't have that debt with her, I would never have tried to meet her.

Even if she was a 9th Circle Archmage revered by everyone.

Not knowing someone's intentions was truly unpleasant.

*Anyway, if we exclude the Director, what's left is...*

Right, there was only one possibility from the start.

How many beings in the Academy could create such a wind?

Perhaps a spirit well-versed in wind magic.

"Hey!! Can you hear me?!"

A small green cloud the size of my palm.

It was floating right above my head.

"Hey, you human!!"

"...Are you talking to me?"

"...Wait, can you actually hear the spirit's—"

"Yes, you!!"

"What's wrong?"

"You, why do you have that thing inside you?!"

"....?"

"It's ominous!! Bad omen!! I hate gray!!"

With a childlike voice that matched its cute appearance,

The cloud was throwing a tantrum.

A spirit was floating right above my head.

≪You have discovered Wind, a low-level wind spirit!≫
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"Gray!! No!! I absolutely hate it!!"

The moment I was distracted by the cute appearance that looked like something out of a game was short-lived. The fluffy cloud-like spirit's sharp voice quickly brought me back to my senses, and I began to mull over what it had just said.

'..Hates gray, gray? Is it talking about me?'

No matter how I thought about it, there was no reason to call me gray. Both my eyes and hair were completely black.

The clothes I was wearing didn't have anything that could be considered gray either. I even checked behind me just in case, but there was nothing gray-colored anywhere.

Everything around us had colors far more vibrant and beautiful than gray.

'Then why is it saying that to me..?'

"...What exactly did you do?"

While I was lost in thought, the woman who had been behind me had somehow approached and placed her hand firmly on my shoulder.

Her expression was even more stern than before.

"...What are you talking about?"

"What did you do to make the spirit dislike you so much?"

"..."

"Explain everything without leaving anything out."

...I don't know either, though?

No matter how much I thought about it, there was no reason for that thing to dislike me.

Back then, perhaps with the World Tree's help, I had managed to have somewhat friendly conversations even with the spirit kings.

But this time, I had no idea why it was acting this way.

I had thought spirits would never dislike me, so this sudden hostility was quite bewildering.

Even when I was with Silvia recently, they didn't seem to hate me like this.

"Gray!! Hate it!!"

"I keep asking what you mean by gray..."

Despite my repeated questions about what "gray" meant, it gave no answers and just kept saying it hated gray.

I was about to lose my mind.

At this rate, I might really get kicked out without even getting in.

The members of the Spirit Department were known to refuse even mountains of gold if it meant harming spirits.

I needed to clear up this misunderstanding somehow...

"...Should I just threaten it?"

"What? What did you just say...?"

"...No, nothing."

For a moment, an unpleasant thought crossed my mind.

Honestly, with my connection to Silvia, it wouldn't be impossible, but there was no guarantee that spirit wouldn't tattle later, so I put that thought aside.

The aftermath if those people—who were suspiciously devoted to spirits and called this mere puff of cloud "spirit-nim"—found out later would be... somewhat frightening.

It would be different if they had proper common sense, but...

"...Why are you looking at me like that?"

"....."

No, definitely not.

The rumors about their behavior suggested they were far from normal people.

Just look at the hostility this woman was showing me now.

"Gray!! Hate it!! Don't come!!"

"I'm asking what you mean by gray..."

"Gray!! Don't come!! Hate it!!"

"...."

"Breathes fire!! Invades our territory!!"

"....?"

"Don't come to the sky!! This is our domain!!"

The spirit spewed incomprehensible words while blowing even stronger wind than before.

It seemed extremely angry, as its transparent cloud form began turning reddish.

What did it mean by invading their territory?

And what was that about breathing fire?

Was this "gray" thing it mentioned something that flies in the sky?

'..Sky, breathes fire, and gray-colored...'

Ignoring the woman who kept tugging at my shoulder, I kept turning these words over in my mind, but I couldn't figure it out.

From what it said about flying in the sky and invading their territory, it must be some kind of creature.

It breathes fire and is gray-colored.

The way it specifically emphasized "gray" suggested it was referring to a particular individual...

Do I have something like that? Something gray that flies and breathes fire?

"...I have no idea."

"You have no idea?"

Somehow she was right next to me again, having heard my muttered words.

Her already curly hair seemed even more tangled than before, and her previously stoic expression now looked quite cute with her puffed cheeks.

It was like watching a cute hamster stuffing its cheeks with food.

Her appearance was actually quite nice to begin with.

It made me doubt whether she was really the Spirit Department student rumored to always be locked in her room playing with spirits.

"You really have no idea?"

"Look, do you see anything gray on me?"

To dispel any suspicion, I exaggeratedly dusted off my clothes, and naturally, only dust came off.

If I had something gray that breathed fire, I would have gotten rid of it immediately.

I couldn't even enter the Spirit Department as it was—why would I need something strange that flies and breathes fire?

"As you can see, my hair and eyes are all black."

"...There might be something hidden inside your clothes..."

"Do you see any space in these clothes where I could hide something?"

"...."

Upon hearing my words, she immediately began examining every inch of my body.

A blue magic circle appeared in one of her eyes, suggesting she was using magic to verify my claim.

Shuuuuung—

With that loud operational sound, she thoroughly examined me and my surroundings, occasionally turning her head.

Eventually, confirming there was nothing on me, she closed her eyes.

Shuuuuung—

The blue magic circle in her eyes disappeared with another loud noise, and she apologized for being rude.

I responded that it was fine. Unless she had been some unpleasant, muscular old man, there was no need for her to apologize to me.

'Right, and now...'

"Gray!! Hate it, I said I hate it!!"

'This one is the real problem.'

Now its entire body had turned apple-red with anger.

It seemed determined to drive me away, blowing strong wind directly above my head and constantly messing up my hair.

And it was doing this from a distance where it wouldn't touch my head—meaning it disliked me so much it didn't even want to touch me.

'...Why?'

It was enough to drive me crazy.

If I had made some mistake to cause this, I might understand.

But there wasn't even a hint of what I might have done wrong, and when I asked, it absolutely refused to tell me the reason.

What was I supposed to do?

'...Should I just ignore it and barge in?'

Of course, I could just ignore it and force my way into the department, but if I did that, my chances of getting information from the members would be practically zero.

As she just said, the students here treated spirits almost like their masters.

Calling this untouchable thing "spirit-nim" said it all.

So somehow I needed to gain this spirit's favor to enter...

"Hate!! A mere human!! Reeking of gray!!"

'This is driving me insane.'

Obviously, if it were easy, I wouldn't be standing here.

Time was precious to me, and even when I tried to have a conversation, it wouldn't listen at all.

Suddenly, I remembered something I heard long ago.

'...I can't win against someone who won't listen to reason.'

"Excuse me..."

"...?"

And then, the woman who had been examining me thoroughly and seemed lost in thought approached me from behind again.

After observing my expression for a moment, she slowly opened her mouth.

"By any chance, do you keep a dragon at home?"

"...What?"

Despite her serious expression that suggested she was about to say something grave, her question was completely unexpected.

Asking out of nowhere if I kept a dragon.

A dragon isn't exactly a pet dog.

"Do you think that makes any sense?"

"...I apologize, but it was the only explanation I could think of."

"...?"

"I've heard that spirits and dragons have always had a very bad relationship."

"...And?"

"A dragon that flies, breathes fire, and has a gray body would explain why the spirit dislikes you so much."

"...."

"Well, it's not like there would be a dragon around here—"

"...."

"...Why is your expression like that? Your complexion seems to have worsened suddenly."

No, it's just... I just remembered.

Among the beings I know, there is indeed a gray-bodied dragon.
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"...spirits hate dragons?"

"Yes, as far as I know."

For a moment, I clutched my suddenly constricted chest while trying to act as if nothing was wrong.

It's not like she could see inside my body anyway.

Besides, there's a good chance her statement isn't true.

To think that Ibedia, who's been quietly residing inside me all this time, could be the problem.

If I remember correctly, that little girl who was playing so happily with her was also a spirit.

If what she's saying is true, those two wouldn't have been so close.

One of them even seemed to call the other "mother."

"Is that information reliable?"

No matter how I thought about it, I couldn't imagine those two having a bad relationship.

For a moment, I wondered if the information might be wrong, but—

"...If you'll excuse me, this information was discovered by our Spirit Department members after searching through countless ancient texts."

Seeing her solemn expression as she spoke, I couldn't help but think she wasn't lying.

Besides, even though Ibedia doesn't seem like it, she does carry the title of "Demon Dragon."

It makes sense that spirits, with their untainted purity, would dislike her.

After all, the title "Demon" is far removed from purity.

And according to her, she's taken countless lives over the years.

For spirits who live in harmony with nature, she would be someone they couldn't possibly like.

Of course, this is assuming the spirit actually noticed Ibedia somewhere inside me.

*Even I don't know exactly where in my body she is right now...*

"Go away!! Ash-colored!!"

The little one still tirelessly blowing wind above my head showed no signs of stopping.

Now apparently not hiding its anger anymore, its face turned red like a stone heated in a campfire.

It was blowing hot air so intensely that it would have been perfect for drying my hair.

*When I was in the Great Forest before, I don't remember any spirits reacting this strongly.*

Even though my affinity with nature was high enough to be acknowledged by elves, I was still human, so not all spirits liked me.

They had elves, who had even greater nature affinity than I did.

Well, none of them disliked me this much before.

"Ash-colored!! Kuwaaang!! Disappear!!"

*From the way it's talking, it seems like it absolutely won't let me pass.*

≪The low-level wind spirit, Wind, is famous for its stubbornness.≫

*....*

The status window, which was helpfully appearing more frequently today, confirmed my fear that I might not be able to enter.

Dong, dong, dong

At the same time, the bell signaling the end of class rang throughout the Academy.

"..."

"..."

The girl and I looked at each other several times after hearing the bell, both wondering what to do next.

Unlike her, who seemed to ignore almost all lectures and stay cooped up in the club room, I needed to attend classes since I wasn't a member of the Spirit Department.

Well, now that I've become a baron, I don't necessarily need to attend, but...

My attendance record was already poor due to visits to the Great Forest, the Royal Palace, and other places.

Missing more lectures could be risky for my future.

After all, having attended for nearly seven years, I wanted to graduate with a diploma.

"...Don't you need to go to your next lecture?"

"I'll handle it."

But even so, this opportunity was too valuable to miss.

It would be a shame to come all this way and leave without any information.

And I couldn't guarantee that the next time I came, I'd meet someone from the Spirit Department who would actually talk to me.

*If I had met anyone other than her today, I would have been kicked out long ago...*

The other members of the Spirit Department wouldn't have quietly tolerated someone their spirits disliked.

*She really doesn't seem to fit in with the Spirit Department in many ways.*

Unlike the typically vivacious spirits, she always maintained that stoic expression.

She wasn't even blindly devoted to spirits.

In many ways, she didn't seem to belong in the Spirit Department.

Though I'm sure she'd get angry if she heard me say that.

"...I don't know why you've been staring at me so intently, but if you don't leave now, you'll be late."

I was trying to observe if there was any change in her expression, but it seemed I didn't have time for that either.

The next lecture was about to begin.

And my next class was History, famous for not tolerating tardiness.

The professor was known for being strict, making the class notorious among students.

If you were late, you'd have to cram all your historical knowledge onto a single sheet of paper.

Even the most rebellious students tried not to be late for that class.

No matter how much you tried to use your family's power to pressure the professor, he was known for being inflexible.

And from what I'd heard, his family was quite influential as well.

Those who wanted to graduate from the Academy had no choice but to comply.

*I really need to go now...*

"...Aren't you leaving? If you delay any longer, you'll truly be late for your lecture."

"..."

I had nothing to say.

As she pointed out, I really needed to go now.

That is, if I didn't want to add another mark to my already poor attendance record.

"Well, even if you don't leave, please understand that I have absolutely no intention of letting you into our club room..."

But it felt too disappointing to leave like this.

The knowledge I wanted might be right there behind that black cloth.

"By the way."

"...?"

"Even if I can't go in directly, could I borrow a book or something?"

This was my last desperate attempt.

If this didn't work, I'd have to retreat for today.

If it were just an ordinary classroom, it might be different, but this was a club room with legitimate users.

Even if I forced my way in, the aftermath would be problematic.

The club room was a prime example of a place where the consequences would outweigh the benefits.

*At this point, if I could just get some books or other documents...*

"Books... you say?"

"Yes, if you don't have books to give, even documents or papers summarizing the knowledge would be fine."

"..."

Her expression wasn't good.

It was as if she was contemplating whether to accept this request or not.

Well, since she always maintained that stoic expression, it was a bit hard to tell.

But I could at least tell that her mood wasn't particularly good right now.

*This has to work...*

After she pondered deeply for about three minutes—which might seem like just three minutes to others but felt like an eternity to me—I was running out of time.

If I delayed any longer, I would be late for class.

"Of course, I'll compensate you properly..."

Thinking money might be the issue, I subtly brought up the topic of compensation.

But she shook her head and said it was fine.

When I asked if there was anything else she wanted, she replied that there wasn't anything she particularly wanted right now.

"...Then why are you taking so much time?"

"..."

"If it's not possible, just say so. If it is, just say yes, can't you?"

Growing impatient with the continued silence, I tried to hide my urgency as I demanded an answer.

Upon hearing my words, she glanced at my face once, then slowly started twirling her hair as she began to speak.

"No, I'm just a bit curious."

"...Curious?"

"I heard you've changed a lot from before... but I didn't expect you to be interested in spirits as well."

Ah, so that's what it was.

"I'm not particularly interested in spirits."

"...? Then why are you here..."

"Instead, I'm somewhat interested in spirit stones."

That's not a lie. I really don't have the slightest interest in spirits.

Of course, the black-haired little one who's probably playing happily with the ash-colored dragon inside my body is an exception.

The way she suddenly appeared and acted like she knew me, calling me "Blackie," among other suspicious things.

*Well, I can look into her later, so it's not urgent.*

What's urgent now is knowledge about spirit stones.

I can talk to her directly someday, but information about spirit stones wasn't well-documented in any books about spirits.

Even in the book written by the elf who was supposedly in the hero's party.

The famous books about spirits in this era only taught how to handle spirits.

"Hmm... that should be possible."

"...!"

"Exactly what kind of knowledge are you looking for?"

After another few dozen seconds passed, she finally gave the answer I was waiting for, and I seized the opportunity.

"Spirit stones, that's what I want."

"If you just say 'spirit stones,' I'm not sure how much I should bring..."

"Everything, without missing anything."

"..."

"...Why are you looking at me like that?"

"..."

"...?"

"...Sigh, never mind. Come back later, and I'll have it prepared for you."

Something felt uneasy.

Ch.211 - One Week
After finally getting a definite answer from her, I was at last able to leave that place. By then, time had already shifted to just moments before the lecture was about to begin.

What's worse, my current location was quite far from the lecture hall I needed to reach. Being near the library at the innermost part of the Academy said it all.

Tap, tap, tap, tap.
My footsteps gradually quickened.

Occasionally, I passed by students still enjoying their break time, but they too seemed to be wrapping things up to head back. Seeing this, I immediately picked up my pace.

Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap!
The scenery around me blurred as I rushed past, narrowly avoiding people in my way.

Of course, I took the stairs two or three steps at a time. Despite my legs starting to ache from Professor Victorica's brutal training regimen, I pressed on without slowing down.

No one would scold a student for running in the hallways here, and if I had the luxury to slow down, I wouldn't have been rushing like this in the first place.

*If I had Charlotte's magic, I could have arrived with my eyes closed by now!*

Someone like her wouldn't need to physically walk around the Academy. She could just close her eyes and use her magic once.

Just as I was feeling particularly envious of her abilities today, while dashing through corridors and staircases, a very familiar face with beautiful red hair caught my eye.

"...Your Highness?"

"Jenison? Where are you rushing off to?"

The Imperial Princess, Kiana Frabel.

The cherished daughter of the current Emperor, Siegfried Frabel, and the most likely successor after her older brother, the First Prince. She was constantly being eyed by the surrounding nobles.

Her stunningly beautiful red hair swayed as she walked down the corridor. Normally, courtesy would demand that I stop and engage with her briefly, but given the current time constraints, I believed she would understand if I simply offered a quick, abbreviated bow as I passed by.

After all, she was also an Academy student and likely had a lecture to attend.

"W-wait a moment...!"

However, my expectations were completely shattered when she grabbed me as I tried to pass by. She even used magic to catch my sleeve.

"Did you need something from me...?"

While inwardly repeating the hope that she didn't have any business with me, I turned to her with a slight smile. No matter what, I couldn't show a sour expression to the Imperial Princess of this empire. It's not like I could openly say, "I don't want to associate with you."

"Well... it's not urgent, exactly," she said, twirling her hair.

If it wasn't that urgent, we could surely talk later rather than now.

"...In that case, perhaps we could talk after the lecture—"

"What? No, it won't take that long."

"..."

"...What's with that expression? I'm telling you it really won't take long!"

It seemed I needed to practice managing my expressions better. Everyone I met seemed to read my thoughts too easily.

"...Please go ahead."

Since using lack of time as an excuse to ignore the Princess would be completely inappropriate, I had no choice but to stop and listen to what she had to say. After all, having received a title, I had essentially sworn to be a servant of the imperial family.

Seeing that I would listen to her, she immediately flipped her beautiful hair to the side as if to show it off—her dazzlingly red, flowing locks—and cleared her throat a couple of times with her eyes closed. Only then could I finally hear what she wanted.

"Ahem, ahem. Actually... His Majesty said he would like to see you again."

"...What?"

Well, that was something I would have been better off not hearing. I was already overwhelmed with things to do, and now this.

I still needed to find team members for the final evaluation, and after the next lecture, I had to visit the Spirit Department again.

*And I need to think about what to do first when I get to the Arena... why now of all times...*

While I was lost in my thoughts with a somewhat resentful gaze, the Princess, who had been observing my expression, approached until she was right in front of me, her sunset-like hair fluttering.

For a brief moment, I caught the tangy scent of citrus—probably the fragrance oil in her hair. People here often used fragrance oils to maintain their flowing locks.

"You look troubled. Are you feeling unwell?"

"...No, my body is fine."

My body was truly fine—it was my head that was the problem.

*I have too much to do.*

As I sighed at the overwhelming list of tasks ahead, the Princess's expression began to change strangely. She looked almost apologetic.

"...Why are you looking at me like that, Your Highness?"

"What? I was looking at you?"

"Weren't you just looking at me?"

"N-no, I wasn't!"

If she wasn't, she wasn't—but why shout so loudly about it?

Thanks to her outburst, all the students in the corridor turned to look at us.

I had just become a nobleman and needed to be careful about my conduct, and now I was risking getting entangled in something strange with the Princess...

*That wouldn't be good.*

But I couldn't openly distance myself from her now. The Emperor seemed to have marked me as a potential son-in-law. Otherwise, he wouldn't have brought up engagement while his daughter was listening.

Of course, my opinion hadn't been considered at all, but the Emperor liked me enough to make such a proposal. If I awkwardly tried to distance myself from the Princess, he would probably step in to bring us back together—quite definitively.

"..."

"W-what is it now? Why are you staring at me like that?"

As I stared at her intently again, she backed away from me, bringing her hands to her chest, making it seem like I was doing something inappropriate.

"No... it's nothing. Is that all you wanted to say?"

I quickly corrected her impression before drawing more attention from the surrounding students. A scandal with the Imperial Princess? If that happened, the Emperor might literally try to kill me.

From what little I'd seen before, it was clear how dearly he cherished his daughter. Not that he prioritized family over the empire, but for an emperor who must put public interest above all else, the mere fact that he paid attention to his children was evidence of how much he loved them.

*Between Charlotte's father and this... why are all these fathers such daughter-obsessed men?*

"Yes, but please come as soon as possible."

"I understand. Please convey that I will visit His Majesty again soon."

"Yes, and you should probably hurry to your lecture now. It must be starting soon."

"Ah."

As a side note, I ended up being late for History class. The professor wouldn't let it slide even though I was less than a minute late. Thanks to that, I had one more thing added to my to-do list for today.

***

The Arena—a structure prominently situated in the middle of a barren land where sandstorms raged. It served as entertainment for nobles and the final stage for death row inmates.

The circular arena and the seats surrounding it resembled the Roman Colosseum. The Arena rarely allowed outsiders in, fearing problems might arise with the death row inmates who were their source of income—except on execution days.

Security was tight, and most people couldn't even approach the place.

Currently, two visitors had arrived.

Creeeeak—

The wooden door, twisted and dried from the arid climate, opened to reveal a large, bulky man and an elderly person slightly shorter than average height.

"...Oh? I'm sorry, sir, but the Arena is closed today."

"...How long will it take?"

"...The executions won't begin for another week."

"...A week, is it."

"If... if you could tell me your family name, I could pass it along to my superiors."

"...No, I'll wait. Just tell me where I can stay nearby."

"Ah, in that case..."

After finally being directed to the most expensive lodging in the area, the two men left.

As soon as they were gone, the employee who had been speaking with them collapsed into his seat with a sigh.

"Whew... I thought I was going to die... How can people have such an intimidating aura?!"

The energy emanating from the two was the most powerful he had ever felt from any person.

Especially the man carrying a sword nearly the size of his own body on his back. The elderly person with him also had an unusual presence, but it was insignificant compared to the swordsman—like a candle in the wind.

Moreover, the man seemed to have crossed countless battlefields.

*Otherwise, why would he need to replace one arm with a mechanical one?*

Thinking he must be some war hero, the employee resumed his duties, unaware that the man was indeed someone who had achieved great merit in the past Imperial War.

Ch.212 - D-6
"Does it look right?"

"Yeah, I think it does."

On the barren land, grains of sand scattered about, and a few tufts of grass swayed violently in the wind. Beside those few tufts of grass, two men were crouched down quietly.

"It matches perfectly with the trail that was cut off earlier."

"The trail seems a bit old, but I agree that it matches."

Despite the extremely hot weather, the two men had their bodies tightly wrapped in black cloth that looked hot just by looking at it.

From their conversation alone, they seemed to be chasing someone, but there was no sense of urgency in their dialogue.

While their words suggested they had missed something important, their demeanor was far from hasty—more like they were just out for a casual stroll in the neighborhood.

"So, what are we going to do?"

"We have to follow it. This is what the family head asked us to do."

"Even so, this trail seems too old, don't you think?"

One of the men had been examining the large footprints left on the dry ground. As he said, the ground around them had hardened long ago, making it nearly impossible to continue tracking the person based on just those footprints—even for professional trackers and investigators like themselves.

"So?"

"What do you mean 'so'?"

"That doesn't mean we can't follow them, right?"

Yes, if they were truly ordinary trackers, that would be the case.

"Well... that's..."

"Hey, I think you're misunderstanding something..."

Swoooosh—

As the other man's words trailed off, darkness emerged from behind him.

It wasn't as solidified as the darkness of the Charlotte family, but he too knew how to handle darkness to some extent, and its form was distinctive.

While the Charlotte family's darkness was like a tangible form, these two men's darkness was more like a hazy mist.

Billowing, blurry, dirty-looking smoke.

That was the darkness they controlled—their essence.

"Do you think this is something we can just choose not to do if we don't want to?"

"..."

"Get your head straight. If the family head were here right now, your body would be sliced to pieces."

It was a statement that would make anyone break into a cold sweat just hearing it, but surprisingly, the man who heard it didn't even try to deny it.

Depending on how one interpreted it, it could suggest that their family head had quite a temperamental personality.

"...No, I was just saying..."

"Seriously... if it were the deputy commander here instead of me, your head would've been cut off long ago, man."

The moment he heard those words, the man's complexion turned pale, as if imagining his deputy commander being there.

Despite being wrapped in black cloth that obscured most of his face, the fear emanating from his entire body was so palpable that anyone could notice it.

"Ah, forget it!! Let's just continue the chase!!"

Though he tried to cover it up by pretending to be angry, the man still hadn't realized that he had already revealed his fear of the deputy commander.

Well, perhaps he had noticed but was pretending not to know.

After all, humans are creatures who would sell their country for the sake of their tiny pride.

"...Sigh, alright, let's do that."

His companion, deciding that further conversation was meaningless, began to focus all his attention on the footprints remaining directly below him.

At the same time, the darkness behind him, which had remained motionless until now, began to move stealthily.

Sssssslide—

As the black mist from his back made contact with the dirt, an eerie friction sound began to echo, and soon a tiny black petal bloomed from within the footprint where there had been nothing moments before.

Swoooosh—

A rose blooming while emitting eerily dark pollen—a beautiful black rose that had bloomed in the desolate dirt pile.

"I seek the one who left their mark on this earth."

Swoooosh—

Whether it heard the man's chant-like words or not, the ground around the black rose began to vibrate as soon as he finished speaking.

Rumble rumble—

The ground shook violently as if an earthquake had struck, and then rose bushes began to emerge from beneath the trembling ground.

"The rose thicket follows the shadow."

"Ugh... that line makes me cringe every time I hear it."

The rose thicket began to move steadily in one direction—toward the owner of the footprints.

"There it is. Contact the family head."

"What about you?"

"I'll follow it for now. Even though the target is who they are..."

"...You're going to get yourself killed doing that. I don't know, do whatever you want."

His companion looked at him as if he were walking straight into danger, then immediately departed somewhere.

"I know that too, you know...?"

He knew how reckless his actions were.

After all, they were dealing with someone who had risen to the position of duke with just a sword.

"Still, I have to follow... the family head was so angry."

Well, it wasn't like he had a choice not to follow.

As a subordinate, he never had options to begin with.

'...Find any trace, no matter what it takes.'

'....'

'Search the entire empire if you must, no... search the entire continent.'

At least not in the face of orders from a thoroughly enraged duke like now.

***

"I thought you would come right after your lecture ended, but you're late."

"...I apologize, some unavoidable circumstances suddenly arose..."

She was staring at me with an intense gaze—so strong that it was hard to believe she was the same expressionless person from earlier.

But no matter how intensely she stared, what I had to say wouldn't change.

What more could I say? I was the one who first said I would come here right after the lecture ended.

Moreover, she had worked hard to organize materials for me, timing it with the end of my lecture.

When you've done something wrong, you should apologize first—that's only proper.

I was far from being the kind of conscienceless person who would argue despite being in the wrong.

Both objectively and subjectively.

"Well, you're not that late, so it's fine."

"..."

"So, do you have a way to carry all of these?"

As she finished speaking, I looked up to see what was in front of me, and there was a terrifying amount of documents stacked like a tower.

A height similar to my chest at least.

It was an impressive height for papers that weren't even a centimeter thick each.

"...Is all this the material I requested?"

Wondering if all this volume could possibly be what I had asked for, I turned to ask her without moving my head.

"Yes, that's right."

What came back was not a denial but an arrow in the form of a wedge filled with certainty.

"..."

"...Why are you staring at me so intently?"

Was she really asking because she didn't know, or was that expression just another mask she created to provoke me?

Seeing how she unhesitatingly dumped such a large amount of materials on me without any hesitation, the latter possibility couldn't be ignored.

"Despite appearances, I worked hard to find each and every one of these. Even if you're not satisfied, I think you should be content with these for now..."

'...Not satisfied? Me?'

For a moment, I thought my ears were playing tricks on me and tapped them a few times, but fortunately, my eardrums and semicircular canals were still functioning properly.

Which meant that what I had just heard was certainly not an auditory hallucination.

"...In your eyes, does this look like an amount that wouldn't satisfy me?"

Saying that, I stepped forward and picked up one bundle of documents from the tower of papers in front of me, and before I could even read it, her answer came back.

"I think this amount is something you can easily read in a day?"

"..."

She tilted her head, looking completely puzzled as to what was wrong, and even as she tilted her head, there was no change in her expression.

As if her time had frozen with that expression.

"Is there another problem?"

"...You."

"...?"

"No, never mind... I'll take care of these myself. I just want to know when I need to return them."

For a moment, I was about to give her some advice, but thinking it would be useless, I swallowed my words and changed the subject as if nothing had happened.

'...There might be some circumstances I don't know about, so I should hold my tongue for now.'

"Hmm... since those are our valuable research materials, I would appreciate if you could return them within five days."

"Understood, I'll do that."

"Yes, then I'll be—"

Just as she was about to turn around and leave as if her business was finished, I suddenly became curious.

"...Wait."

"...?"

"I haven't heard your name yet."

"...Is that necessary?"

"I might need to mention your name when I come back here to return these."

"..."

"...Well, if you don't want to tell me—"

"...Ber."

"...?"

"Ber. My surname is a secret."

With that, she lifted the black cloth hanging in front of her office and went back inside, and I watched her retreating figure while beginning to pick up the mountain of documents piled in front of me.

"...This is the maximum I can carry, and for the rest, should I use magic?"

Although I had brought a bag with considerable volume, unfortunately, not all the documents would fit in this one bag, so I was contemplating whether I could move all these documents at once with my level of telekinetic magic.

Just then, someone pulled my sleeve from behind.

In this place where there was hardly any foot traffic.

I immediately turned around and grabbed the wrist that was holding my sleeve.

"Who...!"

"Je...Jenison?!"

"Saintess...?"

Before my eyes stood a woman still wearing a white veil and beautiful sacred robes—a woman with beautiful golden-brown hair.

Ch.213 - Inexplicable Apology
Her beautiful auburn hair, almost golden, flowed softly, and the white veil placed on top caught my attention. Even at a glance, I could see the expensive embroidery patterns woven throughout, and just below, around her neck, hung a gleaming golden rosary.

It was an outfit so luxurious that most people wouldn't dare attempt it. But no one would question her attire. The title of Saintess carried that much value.

Especially in this empire where religion had taken such strong root. In a place where the church held more influence than anywhere else, I hardly needed to explain how valuable the title of Saintess was.

"...Saintess?"

"..."

And right now, that Saintess was clutching my sleeve.

"I'm not sure what's going on, but as you can see, I'm carrying a lot of things..."

"..."

"If you could just let go of my sleeve..."

*Grip*

"Saintess?"

Far from letting go, she tightened her grip even more, and I nearly dropped all the documents I was holding.

It would be such a pain to pick all those up...

"Saintess, I don't understand why you're suddenly—"

"..."

In all the time I'd known her, she'd never acted like this before. I wondered if something had happened, but when I asked her directly, she kept her mouth shut.

She pressed her lips together as if she absolutely couldn't speak.

"I'm not sure what this is about, but if you don't have any business with me, may I go now?"

I had no idea what had happened, but it looked like trouble, so I tried to leave first.

"...!"

*Sigh, why again...*

Once more, without saying anything, she grabbed my sleeve like a ghost. All while avoiding my gaze.

*My clothes are going to stretch...*

"..."

"...Saintess, you're stretching my clothes."

Seeing that words weren't getting through, I tried to pull away, but somehow she'd already used her holy power.

Now she was stuck to me like a leech and wouldn't let go.

I tried shaking my arm, but she wouldn't budge. She must have used quite a bit of holy power.

I couldn't understand what she wanted to do so badly.

If she'd at least said something while doing this, I might understand, but she wasn't speaking and was avoiding my gaze, making communication impossible.

I couldn't just ignore her either, with all the people watching...

"...Haa."

*Flinch*

"Let's move somewhere else, Saintess."

Whatever business she had with me, it didn't seem like something to discuss here.

I decided to move somewhere else. Preferably somewhere we could be alone.

***

"So, why are you suddenly acting like this?"

"..."

We finally made it to a place with few people, but despite coming all this way, she still wouldn't open her mouth.

I'd naturally assumed she wasn't speaking because of the onlookers, but that didn't seem to be the reason.

"Young master, here's your tea..."

"Ah, yes."

"And for the Saintess..."

If that had been the case, she wouldn't still be avoiding my gaze with her head down, even here where Ella was the only other person present.

"Young master... why is the Saintess in such a humble place..."

"...Do you think my room is humble?"

"..."

She really must think it's humble.

Well, even though Ella cleaned it daily so it wasn't dirty, it was admittedly a bit small.

It was probably much smaller than the room where the Saintess usually stayed.

Someone who always lived in luxury at the church wouldn't live in a room smaller than this.

I even heard she easily dismissed the Academy dormitory application.

Well, with the church providing almost everything for her, there was no need for her to go elsewhere...

*Sip*

In the room after Ella had left, the one who couldn't bear the awkward atmosphere and reached for the tea first was not me, but the Saintess.

With her head still bowed, she brought the teacup to her lips.

After taking one sip and apparently finding it to her liking, she began to enjoy the tea with several more sips.

Completely ignoring me sitting right in front of her.

"..."

"...Ah!"

As I watched her quietly, she suddenly startled herself and lowered her head again.

Her earlobes turned red with embarrassment.

"...Saintess."

"..."

"If you keep not speaking, I can't have a conversation with you."

"..."

"Did you come looking for me because you had something to say?"

Actually, she didn't know where my room was, so I was essentially the one who brought her here.

But she was the one who followed me after my lecture ended, even though it was right in front of the Spirit Department's auxiliary room, a place known for having few visitors.

"I don't know what you want to talk about..."

"..."

"But as you saw earlier, I have a lot of work to do."

"..."

"I can't keep spending time with you like this—"

"...!"

*Thud*

As I sighed and slowly stirred the teacup in front of me, the woman who had been quietly keeping her head down suddenly jumped up, causing my teacup to crash to the floor.

*Crash*

"No, wait—!!"

"I-I'm sorry!!!"

*Whoosh*

With her sudden apology, holy power burst from her body, and golden light filled the entire room.

When the light completely disappeared and I looked at her face again—

"...?"

Tears were flowing from her eyes for some unknown reason.

And her hair had completely turned golden.

***

Saintess Hildegard.
God's representative and God's child.

She had never once questioned her faith.

Because she was the Saintess.
Because she was chosen by God.

Even having such doubts would be a grave sin and disrespectful to Him.

However, recently, something happened that completely changed her thinking.

Right after she regained consciousness from fainting,

He personally came to her and they had a conversation.

The object of every religious person's dreams and admiration,

Of course, for her, who was a religious person before becoming the Saintess,

That moment was incredibly glorious.

She still felt the same way about that.

But it was also from that time. When she began to have doubts about Him.

Or more precisely, after hearing a certain "story" during their conversation.

*This isn't right... I'm the Saintess...!*

She had repeatedly scolded herself, saying this wasn't something a Saintess should do.

But before being a Saintess, she was also a person.

She couldn't do anything about the feelings that had already developed.

And whenever that happened, only one person came to mind.

*Jenison...*

While other nobles all received blessings when they were young,

For some reason, he never came for a blessing,

And had an unusually strong aversion to holy power.

At first, she thought he was simply eccentric or crazy,

But after talking with Him, she felt sorry even approaching Jenison,

And for some reason, one memory related to him wouldn't leave her mind.

*Th-this...!!*

*...?*

*This blasphemous person!!*

Just before the church was attacked,

When he and His Holiness the Pope were having a conversation,

She couldn't tolerate his impure remarks and struck him on the head.

That memory kept coming back to haunt her.

Especially after visiting the Reinhardt family mansion, which was recently reported to be partially destroyed.

*Ugh... what if he's still holding a grudge...?*

The person in question had long forgotten about it,

But for her, who had never made friends her own age under the title of Saintess,

Who had endured the gazes of countless people while dealing with those who had blasphemous thoughts,

Even offering this simple apology was difficult.

Besides, she had almost no experience apologizing.

Why?

Because no one was bold enough to demand an apology from the Saintess of an empire.

And with her character, she never created situations where she needed to apologize in the first place.

Well, she honestly thought he would have forgotten about it by now...

*That's not the only thing I did wrong...!*

She had also urged him to join the church despite his dislike for God,

And had preached to him using God's name as if she knew better.

All actions she should never have taken if she had known his circumstances.

Simply saying she didn't know wasn't enough to move past it,

Not for someone who had lived her entire life according to doctrine.

Repentance and atonement.

Among the twelve doctrines, these two words were what she personally valued most.

*This won't do. I need to apologize as soon as I see him today...*

Of course, she had failed in the morning when people crowded around wanting to be in her group,

But now there was no reason to fail.

There was no crowd to interfere like before,

And with just the two of them, there was no need to save face.

*Crash*

"I-I'm sorry!!! Jenison!!"

There was a bit of noise in the middle, but she finally succeeded in asking for forgiveness.

"...What?"

Little did she know that the person in question had already forgotten all about it.

Ch.214 - Deepening Misunderstanding (1)
There wasn't even time to react.
Her eyes and hair had suddenly turned completely golden,
a color that contrasted sharply with the pure white nun's habit she wore.

Unlike the hair colors of other nobles,
it wasn't overly flashy,
but rather a subtle, shimmering gold.

Even so, it was enough to surprise me.

Woooong—

"Eek...eek?! Wait..!"

"What is this...?"

As her appearance changed,
an enormous amount of holy power
spread out around her.

The power wasn't weak,
but it wasn't particularly strong either.

Rather than a mountain, it was more like
a wave of energy that began
pouring out from the Saintess's body.

At the same time, another massive burst of light filled the room.

"No, what on earth is...?!"

"I-I'm sorry!! I didn't mean to..."

Crash—
Smash—

Like ripples spreading across water,
the holy power radiated outward,
causing all the furniture around us
to break apart on its own.

The various tools I had carefully placed on the shelf
were mercilessly thrown to the ground
by the physical force of the holy power waves,
shattering here and there.

My next lecture was about to begin,
and it was clear that cleaning this mess
would take quite some time.

I rushed toward her, intending to stop her first.

"Saintess, please calm down—ugh!"

My attempt was cut short as I was
immediately repelled the moment
I grabbed her wrist.

"No, why is this... why is this happening?!"

She too seemed quite troubled
by her uncontrollable power
that had pushed me away.

As I struggled to get up from the
wreckage of the broken desk,
I tried to think.

*She released holy power right after apologizing, right?*

Crackle—
Wood shavings fell from all over my body.

A clear indication of how
chaotic the room had become.

*I guess I should be thankful I didn't land on any glass shards.*

"Wh-what is happening?! Goddess...!"

Clang—
Crash—

"..."

What am I supposed to do about this?

If I leave her like this, she'll probably
destroy everything in the room.

But if I use force to stop her, her status concerns me.

If word got out that I not only
brought the Saintess herself into my room
but also physically restrained her...

"J-Jenison, don't just stand there,
please help me...!"

"..."

I guarantee the Church would issue a warrant for my arrest.

Of course, some people know me as a saint,
but that doesn't mean I'm allowed
to lay hands on her.

Especially since there are quite a
few serious fanatics in the Church...

"Jenison...? Don't just watch, please...!"

"..."

As I was contemplating how to calm her down,

Swoosh—

A status window suddenly appeared before me.

≪"Sun" is confused and asking what's going on.≫

"...?"

"J-Jenison...!!"

For a while, I just stood there staring blankly ahead
while the Saintess continued to struggle with her holy power.

"Jenison!!!"

***

"M-Master? What in the world happened...?"

"...What do you mean? As you can see, nothing happened—"

"That's not true! Something did happen!"

I was finally able to get the situation under control
when Ella came rushing in, alarmed by the sound of things breaking.

The holy power that had been radiating
from the Saintess's body like waves
disappeared as if by magic the moment she arrived.

As if it had never been there in the first place.

*Eh...eh?*

*...Are you feeling better now?*

*No...nothing's changed, so why...?*

Even the Saintess herself seemed
confused about what had happened.

≪"Sun" protests that this wasn't his doing and feels wronged.≫

Even the source of that holy power
appeared to know nothing about the incident.

Of course, that's just personal testimony without any evidence...

*...Sigh, let's clean this up together.*

*Ah...y-yes...*

*I-I'll help too, Master!*

What could I possibly say to someone looking so apologetic?

Besides, she was someone I shouldn't speak harshly to anyway.

"Master... I'll pour you another cup of tea."

"Haaah..."

"...!"

"Saintess too..."

≪"Sun" hears your sigh and begins to worry about the Saintess.≫

So now, once again, I found myself
sharing tea with her.

Her eyes remained fixed on me as she sipped her tea,
and despite trembling like aspen leaves,
they were incredibly beautiful.

Well, after finishing her tea, she did seem to calm down somewhat.

"So, what were you so sorry about that caused all this...?"

"...!"

"...trouble, Saintess?"

Of course, that calm lasted only briefly.

The moment I brought up what had happened earlier,
her eyes began to tremble as if motorized,
and then her head drooped like a well-ripened ear of rice.

The gesture suited her golden hair perfectly.

As I silently watched her,
I could hear the Saintess muttering something,
and when I leaned in closer to hear better.

"I-I'm sorry, I'm so sorry!!!"

"...!!"

"M-Master?!"

A ringing sound echoed in my eardrums.
And quite persistently at that.

"I'm sorry for hitting you back at the Church..."

"W-wait, my ears..."

"Master!! Are you alright?!"

"A-and I'm sorry for insisting you join the Church without listening—"

She seemed to be saying something,
but with the ringing in my ears,
I couldn't make out her words properly.

*Hit? Insisting? Sorry?*

I had no idea who she had hit so forcefully
that she needed to come all the way here to apologize to me.

I don't recall her ever hitting me.

≪"Sun" defends his chosen Saintess, saying she would never hit people recklessly.≫

Even if she had hit me,
hasn't she helped me more than anything?

With Aria's situation and when I asked for healing,
she did it without complaint.

If anything, I think she's done more for me.
Without her help, I could never have saved Aria.

"Master..."

*Ah, I can hear again.*

After a few seconds, my hearing returned to normal,
and the Saintess, who had been muttering continuously until now,
seemed to have calmed down somewhat and was sipping her tea again.

"...Ah, Ella, I'm fine, so you don't need to worry—"

"No...that's not it..."

That's not it?

I looked in the direction Ella was pointing,
and there was a clock that had somehow
managed to stay on the shelf.

A clock showing it was almost time for my next lecture.

"...Oh."

"Master... do you not have class today...?"

"...Unfortunately, I do."

With those words, I immediately straightened my clothes
and prepared to dash out.

Just as I was about to leave with Ella seeing me off,

"A-and I'm not usually the type of person
who lashes out first..."

The Saintess, still hanging her head and muttering something,
caught my attention.

From the looks of it, she would probably
continue like this until I accepted her apology.

Even if not, she might follow me around like today.

She had always lived up to her title as Saintess.

Although she had apologized to me,
if she thought I hadn't accepted it,
she would likely keep seeking me out until I did.

*And that would be... quite troublesome.*

Just thinking about it was annoying.
It was already bad enough that people stared at me whenever I walked through the Academy.

To make matters worse,
if she—who naturally drew people's attention—
followed me after every lecture like today?

I might find myself surrounded by crowds
as soon as my lectures ended.

Plus, this was the time when other students
were looking for team members,
so there would be even more students interested in her.

Some of those students might even approach me to get to her.

≪Detecting unusual behavior in user.≫
≪Searching for diagnosis...≫
≪Status: Suspected delusions of grandeur.≫

"...Crazy bastard."

"Pardon?"

"...No, I wasn't talking to you, Saintess—"

"Yes... I am a madwoman,
not even properly listening to your circumstances..."

This is driving me crazy.

Thinking my words were directed at her,
her face noticeably darkened,
and her hair and eyes, which had been
completely golden just moments ago,
had returned to their usual color.

*Looking again, they seem a bit duller now...?*

"M-Master, no matter what,
you shouldn't say such things to the Saintess...!"

"No, that's not what I meant..."

I didn't want the misunderstanding to deepen,
and I was running out of time.
At this rate, I would definitely be late for my next lecture.

Realizing this wouldn't work,
I immediately approached the Saintess,
knelt down to meet her eyes, and grabbed both her shoulders.

"Saintess!!"

"...Huh?"

Ch.215 - Deepening Misunderstanding (2)
It hadn't even been a few minutes since my conversation with the Saintess when I immediately left her with Ella and rushed out of the room.

*I can't be late if I rest even for a moment...!!*

Of course, I was worried about her well-being, but if I delayed any longer, I risked being late for my next lecture. When I left, her hair color was already returning to normal, so I figured it wasn't anything too serious.

Whenever her holy power became unstable, her hair and eye color would change. Besides, I gave Ella a communication magic tool to contact me if anything happened.

*Plus, not many other students are in my dormitory.*

Most noble students stayed in the exclusive dormitory for nobles I mentioned before, not where I currently lived. So she wouldn't easily catch the attention of other students.

At the very least, I could hide her leaving my dormitory room. There was no chance of rumors spreading about the Saintess and me.

Well, it's highly unlikely that the Saintess would be interested in men anyway. The Saintess's existence is proof of nobility and purity.

As long as she doesn't want to step down from her position right now, she'll have to maintain her purity until death. The moment she develops feelings for a mere mortal as God's representative, she would lose all her holy power and fall to become just another mortal.

Well, it wouldn't be strange for someone her age to have a crush or two, but the religious order she belongs to strictly interferes with her love life. Unless she willingly gives up her position as Saintess, she'll likely never experience romance.

I'm not sure what would happen if she ever gave up her position later... but there wasn't anyone particularly involved with her right now. Since she rarely appeared in public, she didn't have many opportunities to form relationships with others.

If she had someone like that, I wouldn't be worrying about potential rumors involving her.

Pushing my concerns aside, I continued running toward the lecture hall when a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*...Surely nothing else will happen before the lecture ends, right?*

A lecture only lasted less than an hour—surely nothing else could happen in such a short time.

Though my mind kept thinking "no way," I couldn't help but worry about her unusually flushed face before I left the room.

*She's the Saintess after all... she couldn't be running a fever, right?*

It felt like one of those days when I needed to return quickly.

"...Hah, Ella will contact me if needed... I should focus on the lecture fir—"

"Senior!!!"

"...Ah."

Of course, that thought disappeared in less than a second.

***

Meanwhile, after Jenison rushed out of the room,

The beautiful silver-haired maid, Ella.

The personal attendant of the youngest baron currently on everyone's lips, Jenison, was...

"..."

"..."

...in an extremely tense state right now.

*I-I'm in the same room as the S-Saintess...!*

As mentioned before, she was a commoner. Though not a slave—the lowest social status—she was still a commoner who always had to bow to nobles.

And now, someone as insignificant as herself was sharing a space with the renowned Saintess of the empire. While it was an incredible honor, it was also incredibly nerve-wracking.

Unlike nobles, she had never learned proper etiquette. Even unintentionally, she might inconvenience the Saintess or behave inappropriately and offend her.

*Young master...! How could you leave me with such a responsibility!!*

Though she was uncomfortable and nervous, she wasn't foolish enough to disobey her master's orders, which was why she had remained in place until now. But who knew how long that would last?

The evidence was in her trembling hands as she poured tea into the Saintess's cup.

Tremble, tremble—

"Excuse me, is something wrong?"

"N-No!! Saintess... it's an honor...!!"

Despite her words of honor, her voice trembled uncontrollably, and her hands shook against her will. She barely managed to pour the tea without spilling it, but...

"..."

"..."

She had no way to resolve the awkward atmosphere that followed.

There wasn't a single connection between her and the Saintess, except through the young master she served. They had never met before and had never properly conversed, so naturally, conversation wouldn't flow easily.

Sip—
Sip—

They could only pass the time drinking tea.

"...Um."

"Y-Yes?"

The person who finally broke the awkward silence was none other than the Saintess, Hildegard. This was a kind of consideration—no matter how awkward the atmosphere, a mere attendant like Ella couldn't initiate conversation with someone of the Saintess's status.

"That person, Jenison... what kind of person is he to you?"

Normally, conversations revolve around common interests, but these two strangers couldn't possibly know what they had in common. In the past, Hildegard might have immediately brought up joining the religious order, but for some reason, she instinctively avoided that topic now, as if she didn't want to make any more verbal blunders.

As a result, Hildegard had no choice but to talk about someone they both knew—the man who had been in this room with them until just now.

"Y-Young master?"

"Yes, if that's the only master you serve."

"W-Why are you suddenly asking about him...?"

"..."

Hildegard deeply considered how to respond. She could pretend she had suddenly become interested, but she judged that would be highly inappropriate in this situation.

She was the Saintess, after all—someone who needed to remain pure and flawless.

*Of course, he doesn't seem to care much about me... but he's still a man.*

Even if they were classmates, expressing interest in someone of the opposite sex could easily lead to misunderstandings. If such misunderstandings spread as rumors, she and the religious order would be the ones in trouble. The Saintess was, after all, a kind of mascot symbolizing the order.

*If rumors spread, it wouldn't just be my problem anymore.*

But she couldn't expect others to understand the order's circumstances, and the Saintess was extremely shy. She disliked being in the public eye so much that she wore a veil even to palace banquets.

Of course, having to deal with hundreds of followers daily had given her a certain vocabulary, but conversing with strangers who weren't followers was still difficult for her. Neither of them could easily continue the conversation.

As the Saintess was still contemplating how to answer, Ella, who had been quietly watching her, finally spoke up.

"Um... the young master is a kind person..."

"...Huh?"

"W-Weren't you asking about him...? If I've overstepped...!!"

"N-No, I was just surprised you spoke suddenly..."

Kind? The Saintess momentarily doubted her ears.

*Well... he's improved a lot from before, but... can he really be described as kind?*

Compared to his previous playboy-like days, he was practically an angel now, but she couldn't easily agree with the word "kind."

The man she had seen occasionally appeared heartless, as if his heart was frozen and incapable of feeling any emotion—especially when he decided to kill something.

She still remembered how he mercilessly cut down heretics while heading toward the cathedral.

*Of course, everyone has different standards...*

Despite recognizing that her perspective might differ from others', she couldn't help experiencing cognitive dissonance. Seeing her reaction, Ella worried she had misspoken and resorted to her best available tactic:

"W-What does the Saintess think of our young master?!"

Deflection—quickly changing the subject or repeating the same question when there's nothing more to say.

"...Huh?"

Of course, she couldn't prevent her question from being interpreted differently.

"W-What are you saying?! What do I think of him... of course I...!!"

The moment she heard Ella's question, the Saintess recalled his dark eyes that were still deeply etched in her mind, and crimson flowers bloomed on both her cheeks.

Ch.216 - White Snow Woman
I hadn't noticed her for a while, so I'd momentarily forgotten about her—that strange underclassman who kept following me around lately.

"Finally found you!!"

Despite her shouting loudly in the hallway, no one dared say anything to her. She, in turn, paid no attention to the stares of others.

Perhaps because she knew she didn't need to care about such things. She was well aware that others couldn't harm her no matter how they behaved toward her.

"Excuse me, please move aside so I can pass through."

"Ah... yes...!!"

"Wait right there!!"

It wasn't so much ignoring as it was indifference. Not deliberately trying to avoid paying attention, but genuinely not even acknowledging others.

Just as no one makes an effort to notice a single insect floating along the roadside, she behaved the same way.

After all, she was a legitimate member of a marquis family.

In a way, it would be strange if she were conscious of others' gazes. Unless they were from a duke's family or the imperial family, no one could say anything to her.

Yes, just like how no student dared say anything to her even as she pushed her way through the crowd blocking her path.

"...Why are you here again?"

Ardena Valentine. She was running toward me, shoving aside all the other students in her way.

"Why am I here?! That's rich coming from someone who left me behind!"

"...Left you behind?"

"How could you skip the lecture like that?! I didn't know anyone there!!"

"...Ah."

"What? What's with that sound of realization just now?!"

Come to think of it, I did leave her behind during Professor Victoria's lecture. Well, she was the one who said she'd follow me, so I thought she'd manage somehow on her own...

"...Guess not."

"What? What are you muttering to yourself about now?!"

"...Sigh, it's nothing."

Thinking that something annoying had attached itself to me, I continued rushing toward the lecture hall with her trailing behind me like a duckling following its mother.

"Hey... isn't that girl from the Valentine family...?"

"Ha, no way... wait, is she?"

"And isn't that Jenison in front of her? Why are they together...?"

As expected, even as I hurried along, I could hear students whispering. The most common question was why the two of us were together.

Some even wondered if I had somehow been taken in by the Valentine marquis family, but unfortunately, that wasn't possible. Officially, I was clearly a noble with the title of baron.

Even though barons were often called honorary nobles by other aristocrats, they couldn't just arbitrarily place me in their family.

And then the next thing I heard was that the two of us were in "that kind" of relationship...

"..."

"Oh... maybe not? Just kidding... hahaha!!"

"Ugh... suddenly I feel chills all over my body..."

After directing a burst of killing intent at each of the rumor-mongers, I immediately rushed toward the lecture hall, cutting through the crowds in the corridor.

Until just a moment ago, I was cutting it close but could have avoided being late. But now, having to push through this unexpected crowd would cost me several minutes more than I'd planned.

"Wow... there are quite a lot of students gathered here."

"I know, where is everyone going all at once like this?"

As I made my way forward, avoiding the crowds popping up everywhere, I heard the voices of others who, like me, were curious about this situation.

I continued moving forward while listening to their conversation. You never know—there might be information that could help me.

Since ancient times, the places where one could gather the most information were bustling marketplaces and bazaars. Of course, one had to judge the accuracy of that information for oneself.

"What? You guys still don't know what's happening?"

A voice suddenly joined the conversation between the two. There was no resistance from the original pair, and the newcomer joined in with such familiarity that they were likely old acquaintances.

This also meant the reliability of the information would be higher. There's no reason to lie to friends you'll continue seeing, after all.

"What... do you know something?"

Someone asked in a suspicious, lowered voice, but unfortunately for them, my ears—with their different sensitivity—could hear their voices clearly.

"Hey, haven't you heard? The Spirit Department's vice-chair has made an appearance."

"...What?!"

*...?*

At those words, not only they but even I raised a mental question mark.

*The Spirit Department's vice-chair...*

They were known to handle so many responsibilities that they were essentially the department's acting professor, but no one except the Spirit Department members knew their identity. They were a mysterious figure.

*I think there were rumors that they were from a branch of the Renuel family...*

That was probably about ninety percent false. Even if they were from a branch family, a member of the magic-famous Renuel family wouldn't stay hidden in the Academy just to research spirits.

Their relatives would have already graduated from the Academy and would be working hard studying magic at the Magic Tower.

Besides, spirit users and magicians didn't get along well. Their methods of handling power were completely different.

Unlike magicians who arbitrarily converted mana into magical power, spirit users worked with spirits' mana and fought alongside the spirits themselves.

Magicians criticized spirit users as cowards who didn't fight with their own magical power, while spirit users argued that manipulating natural mana at will was fundamentally wrong.

It was an absurd relationship where each side criticized the other.

Even if they were from a branch rather than the main family, it was impossible to assume that the Renuel family would allow one of their members to become a spirit user.

"But... are all these students really gathering just because of a club vice-chair?"

"...Hey, are you sure you're an Academy student?"

"What? Is there something wrong with what I said?"

"There's a rumor that the Spirit Department's vice-chair is from a branch of the Renuel family."

"...And?"

"Wow, I've told you this much and you still don't get it?"

The conversation that had been faintly audible even in this crowd suddenly stopped. After a sigh of exasperation, a loud voice followed:

"Everyone gathered here is trying to get in good with the Renuel family!!"

A few glances turned toward him at the impure word "get in good with," but most students were too preoccupied to care and continued on their way. The conversation among the three resumed.

"I get that, but... a branch family? Wouldn't it be better to approach Lady Isabella directly...?"

"...Have you ever seen Lady Isabella interact with others?"

"..."

He had a point. Isabella's nickname in the Academy was the "Noble Ice Flower."

It might seem childish and ridiculous at first glance, but no student who had actually seen her would deny the nickname.

With her high-class, beautiful appearance, she coldly treated everyone around her, living up to her nickname.

Of course, she would speak to professors who approached her without ulterior motives and to her usual companions, but as far as I knew, no one who approached her solely because of her family had managed to converse with her for more than a minute.

If that had been possible, all these people wouldn't need to gather to see a mere branch family member.

*Well, she does seem to speak to me somewhat...*

Probably just the minimum courtesy toward a former fiancé. She displayed only the ideal image of a noble lady, worthy of the "noble" in her nickname "Noble Ice Flower."

*But come to think of it, I don't think we got along that well—*

"Stop ignoring me!!"

"...Ah."

Leaving behind the conversation that had become too distant to hear, Ardena Valentine grabbed my sleeve as I was focused on going my own way. Her voice sounded slightly cracked even to my ears.

*...Has she been calling me all this time? No wonder I kept hearing what sounded like a mosquito...*

"I'm sorry, I was concentrating on my thoughts and didn't hear you."

"...Fine, let's just hurry to the next lecture hall."

"...You're still following me?"

"I told you I'd follow you around all day today."

"..."

So she and I headed straight to the lecture hall together, and we managed to arrive just in time without being late.

"Huff... huff..."

"...Phew, we made it."

"Why did you... huff... leave so late? Do you know how long I waited..."

"I'm going in first."

"Stop ignoring me!!"

*Slide—*

I opened the door to the lecture hall and went inside, where we were greeted by a refreshingly cool breeze.

A cool breeze reminiscent of 21st-century air conditioning...?

*...Did this world's lecture halls have something like air conditioning?*

"Oh... it's cool in here? It was so hot outside."

She also seemed to sense the same incongruity, looking around with an uneasy feeling.

I, who had already been doing the same, soon found the cause.

"...I see, it must have been very hot."

"Yes, it's hot. Aren't you hot?"

"No, not you."

"...What?"

Sky-blue long hair that looked cool just by looking at it, with white frost dancing along her tresses. She looked like a snow woman.

"You seem to be in a bad mood today."

"...What have you been muttering to yourself about all this time?"

Ch.217 - I Had Forgotten.
I had seen this kind of thing happen occasionally before.

When Isabella's surrounding temperature suddenly started dropping.

Given her image of being lofty and cold,

This was one of those rare sights not easily witnessed,

But very occasionally, her mood would take a sharp downturn

And that would result in exactly this.
A rapid drop in the surrounding temperature.

I don't really understand the principle behind it.

According to her, it happens because she can't control her mana during sudden emotional changes

And that mana spreads outward,

But that alone doesn't explain why the temperature around her drops.

'Well, I can roughly guess it has something to do with the nature of her mana...'

They say a magician's mana takes on the properties of the magic they're most proficient in.

For example, a magician skilled in fire magic has mana with the scorching temperature of flames.

While those skilled in water magic have mana with the fluidity of water that lacks a fixed form.

That's why among non-magicians, there's a saying:

'Don't anger magicians unless you're confident you can beat them.'

It makes perfect sense, really.

Magicians are known as the world's most eccentric bunch,

People who might not gain anything from a fight but would rather die than suffer a loss,

So what benefit could there possibly be in making them angry?

Most people probably know this and avoid provoking them,

But the real reason they're dangerous when angered is something else entirely.

'Mana rampage...'

Magicians are creatures who pursue knowledge and take on the role of rational observers,

They must maintain a neutral and objective attitude above all others,

And for those who manipulate mana at will based on rational judgment to navigate the world,

There exists a kind of penalty known as mana rampage.

Simply put, if they can't control their emotions well, their mana goes berserk,

This strange phenomenon, which only appears in magicians who have achieved a certain level of accomplishment,

Is also called the "shackles of magicians."

How precious mana is to magicians

Is so obvious it would be tiresome to explain,

But the more skilled the magician, the greater the damage from a mana rampage.

Being highly skilled generally means having a larger amount of mana.

When mana rampages, it harms not only the user but also many people in the vicinity.

One ancient text mentions that after a great magician lost his disciple, his mana rampage

Increased the surrounding mana concentration so much that people dropped dead,

Making mana rampage one of the most dangerous phenomena,

Which is why the first thing magicians learn

Is none other than how to control their emotions and mind.

Of course, this wouldn't matter for someone like the princess who uses magic with overwhelming equipment performance,

But for those without such luxury,

Or someone like Isabella who takes immense pride in handling magic itself,

They naturally wanted to improve their skills rather than rely on magical tools,

And such people were invariably accompanied by training to suppress their emotions.

Because if they failed to control their emotions and caused trouble, it would be disastrous.

Especially for someone as talented as her.

Coming from the Renuel family, known as a lineage of magicians,

She too had undergone continuous training to kill her emotions since childhood,

But how could such training completely control a person's heart?

Just as building one massive dam cannot permanently stop a great river,

The Isabella of the past had more emotional ups and downs than now.

Well, most of them were because of me.

'Honestly, it would be strange not to be angry when your fiancé is a Delinquent.'

But that was only when she was young.

As she grew up, she stopped showing any emotional fluctuations,

And somehow, the phenomenon of mana rampage ceased to occur.

Yes, at least during the time I spent with her.

"Ugh... isn't it getting a bit cold?"

"..."

"Hey, why aren't you saying anything?"

How could I possibly speak?

With all these ominous, cold mana particles floating before my eyes.

"It's cold..."

"I heard today was going to be hot, so I wore light clothes... brr."

"What's going on? Is someone using magic?!"

Looking around, I saw that the reactions of the other students, apart from her and me,

Were not much different from ours.

The common factor was that everyone was shivering intensely from the cold.

It would have been better if this phenomenon had been caused by magic.

Unlike other students, everyone in this class was from Class A,

So they wouldn't have failed to break a simple spell.

'But this isn't magic.'

They must be feeling just as confused.

There's no way the temperature would suddenly drop like this naturally,

So it must be someone's doing,

But no matter how much they looked around, they wouldn't find any magic circles.

The only noticeable difference was that there was a bit more mana floating around than usual,

But even this didn't make sense.

If someone had used magic, the surrounding mana should have decreased at least a little.

If mana had decreased, there wouldn't be so much magical energy around.

'That's why everyone's just sitting here freezing, unable to do anything.'

Well, having experienced this phenomenon once before, I wasn't particularly surprised.

'If we just leave her alone, she'll control her mana and things will get better on their own.'

"Um... so where should we sit? Are there assigned seats or...?"

"...No, there aren't any specific seats, so sit wherever you like."

Just please don't sit next to me.

Thinking there was no need to add that last part, I

Immediately headed toward a seat isolated in a corner of the lecture hall,

And the eyes of the other students who noticed my entrance continued to follow me,

While Ardena, who had been shivering and hugging herself just moments ago,

Followed right behind me and plopped down in the seat next to mine.

"Huh? Why are so many people suddenly looking this way?"

"...Are you seriously asking that?"

"No... wait, why are you suddenly holding your forehead like that?"

Let me say it again, I did not want her sitting next to me,

And this was the absolute truth without a shred of falsehood.

"Hey... isn't that the young lady of the Valentain family?"

"I think so... why would someone from such a prestigious family be with Jenison..."

"Well, Jenison has been getting famous lately too, hasn't he? In a good way..."

"But is that enough for a marchioness's daughter to approach him first...?"

Seeing the other students immediately start whispering as soon as she sat next to me,

I secretly sighed, making sure neither they nor the girl proudly sitting beside me could see.

If this were the past when I didn't need to care about reputation, it might have been different,

But in my current position, I couldn't show that I found her annoying,

Especially since a marchioness's daughter was approaching me on her own,

And even though she was still young and hadn't inherited the family head position yet,

Someone like me, a baron barely treated as an honorary noble, couldn't just casually disrespect her.

'Still, to be honest, it is annoying...'

"Why do people keep looking this way... Hey, what are you staring at now?"

"...Nothing, it's nothing."

But I couldn't just ignore her at this point either...

As I scratched my head wondering what to do,

I eventually decided to just give up thinking about it.

'It's just for today anyway, so whatever.'

Of course, even that one day was quite precious time for me,

But I could certainly spare today for her.

Besides, the schedule I had originally planned for today

Had already been disrupted when the Saintess personally came to my room earlier,

So there wasn't much point in trying to do anything else anyway.

'I'll just quietly go back after the lecture ends and read through the materials from the Spirit Department—'

Just as I was thinking about the work ahead and laying my head on the desk,

She, who had been drawing the attention of all the other students beside me,

Turned her gaze toward me again,

And slowly began to open her mouth.

"Oh, by the way... do you know anyone around my age?"

"...Not particularly. Why are you suddenly asking that?"

"No... it's just... the final evaluation is coming up... and I haven't found all my team members yet..."

"..."

"So I was wondering if you might know some good people..."

"..."

"...Um, you wouldn't happen to still be looking for team members yourself, would you?"

"..."

I didn't say anything.

Because I had completely forgotten about it.

Ch.218 - Appeal Time (1)
"Um, I still managed to save three people, including myself, you know?"

"....."

"But why are you..."

"...."

Under Ardena's cold stare—which made me feel like she was looking at an unemployed bum who wasn't doing anything—I suddenly began to realize how serious the situation was.

"What if all the good people end up joining other groups? That's not my problem?"

Right, that was the issue.

Of course, for someone like me who no longer prioritized graduating from the Academy, the final evaluation that other students were desperately competing for was literally just another meaningless annual event.

But that didn't mean I wanted to completely fail the final evaluation.

At least not now, when I didn't have a proper place to live.

*If my combined score from the midterm and final evaluations falls below a certain threshold...*

I'd have to take supplementary classes.

Once students enter the Academy, professors are responsible for helping them achieve their dreams.

Especially if they're students in their assigned class.

This was one of the Academy rules that absolutely had to be followed.

In fact, there was a time when professors who had accepted bribes to ruin a student's future all disappeared.

With just one word from the chairperson.

"As long as I'm in this position, I won't allow parasites to live in a place meant to nurture heroes."

The chairperson, who had only recently been appointed at that time, took drastic measures by firing all the corrupt professors.

She then appointed new people to professorial positions at her discretion.

The only thing she asked of them was one thing: to be professors who could take responsibility for their students.

"Chairperson...!!"

"Sniff... to think she would say such things for the students...!!"

"Even though the chairperson is a magician, not an educator!!"

"My life as an educator thus far seems shameful now."

At first glance, it seemed like a statement that prioritized students above all else.

But the students who praised her at that time didn't realize it.

How much of a butterfly effect that single statement would cause.

*Who would have thought that one statement would create supplementary classes...*

The newly appointed professors, who were overly passionate, created unprecedented supplementary classes to follow her instruction to take care of their students.

*If it weren't for that, I wouldn't have cared about the final evaluation at all...*

Honestly, until the midterm evaluation, I worked hard because I thought I needed to graduate from the Academy.

But now, I didn't particularly care.

After all, I had already received a baronial title, and I had a somewhat stable source of income.

*I've already made vacation plans, and supplementary classes would...*

But I really didn't want to take supplementary classes.

Well, you might think no student likes extra studying, but in my case, the reason was a bit different.

Students who took supplementary classes had to come to the Academy regularly even during vacation.

Besides, if I messed up the final evaluation this badly, it would be a waste of the grades I earned in the midterm.

"...I should probably find team members quickly."

"Now? At this point?"

"...."

But certainly, it seemed too late to start looking for team members now.

As Ardein had just said, other students were already frantically trying to get stronger students into their teams.

At this point, there was no way any useful students would join my team.

Moreover, A-class, where I was, had students with abilities far superior to other classes on average.

Finding team members here seemed impossible.

By now, almost everyone except a few would have already formed their teams.

The only possibility might be Lianna, who wasn't in A-class, but...

*I already told Lianna I'd team up with her later, so that's a bit awkward...*

Besides, I needed to find at least two more people.

I started thinking about who I could choose to complete the evaluation most comfortably and easily.

Just then, the back door slid open.

"Hmm..."

Making nasal sounds and wiggling her pointed ears as soon as she entered—the noble Princess of the Elves, Silvia.

She was also the next person after Lianna that I wanted to invite to my team.

*Well, she's probably been in another team for a while now.*

But I quickly lost interest in her.

When the professor first told us to form teams, I remember quite a few students gathered around her.

Surely she must have found a team she liked among all those students.

*I wonder when she's planning to return to the Great Forest—*

"Lady Silvia!!"

At that moment, someone jumped up from their seat and rushed toward Silvia, who was still standing near the back door, slowly looking around.

He dashed right up to her, and Silvia, startled by his action, was about to draw her bow from her waist when—

"....?"

"Lady Silviaaaa!!"

Contrary to everyone's expectations, he knelt on one knee.

Without making any aggressive or threatening moves.

Taking a posture that looked like he was proposing to a lover.

He was a fairly well-known student, even in my memory.

*He used to hang around with me at one point.*

Like Ardein, he was the eldest son of a marquis family.

But he was someone who bullied other students with his incredibly trained body and the strength from those muscles.

He was Beluga, the older brother of Juniel Ron whom I had met in the library with the princess before.

The eldest son of the Ron Marquis family.

Unlike his younger brother, he had such a ferocious personality that I once tried to bring him into my group to limit his behavior as much as possible.

But that didn't last long.

It was too difficult to control someone who wouldn't listen to others.

*Of all people, she had to run into someone like him...*

I secretly expressed my condolences to her and started looking for people to join my team again.

But the loud voice that followed made me turn my head back in their direction.

"I fell in love at first sight!! Please form a team with me!!!"

His voice was so loud it seemed like it could be heard in the corridor outside the classroom.

Such a loud voice echoed throughout the entire classroom, and I was quite surprised as well.

*So Silvia hasn't joined any team yet?*

I wasn't surprised by his loud voice, but by the fact that she hadn't joined any team.

Someone like her could have chosen any student she wanted.

I started to wonder why she hadn't done so.

"...."

What Beluga received in response to his proposal-like posture was her coldly frozen expression.

A clear sign of rejection for anyone to see.

Every student in the classroom, including him, clearly saw her expression.

Nevertheless, he remained firmly in place, not releasing his kneeling position in front of Silvia.

Soon, as if appreciating his persistence, her lips slowly opened.

"I'm sorry, but I already have someone I want to team up with."

"What?! Who is that person, Lady Silvia?!"

Rather than being angry that his proposal-like suggestion was rejected, he seemed more upset about the fact that she wanted to team up with someone else.

His anger began to spread through the air in the room.

At that moment, Silvia and I exchanged glances.

*Why is she suddenly looking this way?*

Not wanting to get into trouble with the already furious Beluga, I immediately avoided her gaze and turned my attention to the window beside me.

Then I felt something very cold on the bridge of my nose.

"..Ugh!"

"Eh? What's wrong all of a sudden?"

"..Just now, something really cold—"

I was about to say "touched my nose" when I saw Ardena's gaze, which had been on me until just now, quickly turn elsewhere.

At the same time, the sound of clicking heels echoed throughout the classroom.

Click, click—

Even though it should have been confusing with the mixed voices of other students, surprisingly, these footsteps didn't blend with other sounds.

Instead, they seemed to resonate and amplify the sound even more.

I also shifted my gaze to where the footsteps were coming from, following Ardena's line of sight.

If this was magic, I was somewhat curious about who the caster was.

But soon, looking at the mana spread around her and me, I couldn't hide my astonishment.

*Did she create a path for the sound to travel by precisely controlling mana? A mere student, not even a professor...?*

The reason was that this strange phenomenon, which I thought was just a simple amplification spell, was actually created by precise mana control.

The evidence was that no magic circle had been detected by my eyes yet.

"..What is this—"

"Jenison."

"..Lady Isabella?"

"..May I join your team?"

For a demonstration of her abilities, it was quite an extraordinary performance.
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The moment she spoke to me, the eyes of every student in the classroom instantly turned toward me.

"Uh... eh?"

That included Ardena, who was standing right next to me.

"L-Lady Renuel, why...!"

She probably never expected that a noble from one of the four great families would approach me first. Ardena's mouth hung open with no sign of closing, and the same went for everyone else watching this scene. They all seemed quite shocked in their own way.

"I-impossible, the great Lady Isabella approached someone else first?"

"W-wait a minute, but that guy is her former fian... anyway!"

"That's right... and he's still a baron now, so... argh!"

I couldn't understand why they were giving me such defeated looks just because Isabella had approached me. Their gazes were completely incomprehensible to me, and I could even sense some inexplicable resentment in them.

"Die...!"

"Even Lady Isabella..."

"The enemy of all men..."

*Who the hell said that last one?*

Feeling half indignant and half bewildered, I endured everyone's stares for a while before making eye contact with Isabella, who had somehow made her way right in front of me.

"..."

"..."

It had been a long time since I'd seen those sapphire-blue eyes. Back when we were engaged, I had tried so hard to memorize those eyes. I loved how they radiated that beautiful blue light wherever she went.

*I used to think they were like stars...*

I continued to look into her eyes, but surprisingly, she didn't avoid my gaze. If anything, she stared back even more directly than I did.

"..."

"...So, what's your answer?"

To be honest, I kept staring into her blue eyes partly out of stubbornness, but against her unwavering gaze, I was the one who looked away first. She immediately seized the opportunity to demand an answer from me.

She wanted to know if there was still a spot in my team, and if so, whether she could take one of those spots.

Of course, while she was saying this, the mouths of everyone around us opened wider and wider.

"Someone of your caliber would certainly be welcome..."

"...But?"

"May I ask you one thing first?"

While I would certainly welcome someone of her talent, I felt uncomfortable accepting her seemingly generous offer so readily.

I couldn't imagine why she would want to join my team after rejecting so many other students' invitations. Plus, considering that until recently, we had been on such bad terms that we could barely stand each other, and now she was boldly asking to join my team in front of everyone—wouldn't even a fool be suspicious?

*Could there be another reason she wants to join my team?*

*And if there is a reason, it's probably related to the final evaluation...*

Well, even if that were the case, as long as her actions didn't interfere with me, I had no intention of stopping her. Beyond that was our private business, and we weren't close enough to cross that line.

However, if she intended to gain some advantage through me, and if her actions would cause me harm...

"...Fine, ask me anything."

There was no need to include her in my team. She had plenty of other options anyway.

"...Are you—"

***

Meanwhile, Isabella von Renuel—the woman receiving everyone's attention and known as the Academy's noble ice flower—had been in quite a bad mood until just moments ago.

"My lady, I heard you haven't formed a team yet..."

"Lady Isabella, if you haven't found team members yet, please allow this humble me to serve as your hands and feet..."

"Oh my~ Lady, you shouldn't associate with such men, but perhaps you'd like to form a team with us..."

She had developed a habit of oversleeping because she always stayed up late reading magic books.

Of course, as someone who strived to behave in a manner befitting the eldest daughter of one of the four great families, she found her lack of self-discipline intolerable.

But what could she do when her body was desperately crying out that it had reached its limit?

Since physical health issues couldn't be solved with magic—perhaps with holy power, but not magic—she had tried her best to fix this habit on her own.

However, it hadn't gone as well as she'd hoped, and eventually led to insomnia.

*Sigh, mornings are always so difficult.*

Though she wasn't one to easily admit weakness, even she couldn't deny physical fatigue.

Every morning came with headaches and dizziness. She constantly had to use magic to accelerate her mental processes just to keep her eyelids from closing, and she had to struggle against her body's childish desire to sleep just a little longer.

*But why are so many people bothering me today?*

Even though she could barely function and needed to down a recovery potion and rest all day, she couldn't enjoy even a moment's peace as she had to ignore team invitations from students coming at her from all directions. This continued even now, some time after the day had begun.

*Don't you people ever get tired?!*

She consistently ignored all the students who kept approaching her tirelessly, but there was a limit to how much she could handle.

When so many students swarmed her at once, it was naturally irritating. Even cute puppies become annoying when too many gather around you at once.

Of course, she had never once thought of them as cute, so the stress they caused her only increased.

As her mood worsened and her mana gradually began to lose control, converting into magical power and leaking out—

*Creeeeak—*

The back door of the classroom opened, and a pair—a woman and a man—entered.

People she knew well.

*One is that junior I saw before, and... Jenison?*

She thought it was a truly mismatched combination.

It was rare to see him walking with anyone else. Unlike in the past when he would act recklessly, relying solely on his family name, recently he had only been seen with his attendant called Ella.

He hadn't been involved in any rumors with other women, as if he had no interest in romance at all.

*Excluding those baseless rumors from before, the only person he was ever linked with was m—ah!*

Realizing she was having embarrassing thoughts, she recalled what her mother, the Duchess Renuel, had said to her.

*Mother... why did you suddenly call for me?*

*Well... why don't we sit down and talk?*

*Ah... yes.*

*...My daughter.*

*Yes?*

*You're approaching graduation from the Academy, aren't you?*

*....*

*I was wondering if you've thought about what you want to do after graduation.*

At that time, she truly felt how quickly time had passed and how much she would miss the Academy when she left.

Although the excessive attention from people was annoying, as someone who was already seventeen and approaching eighteen, she could stay at the Academy for at most two or three more years.

Eventually, she would have to graduate, and from that moment on, she would become responsible for herself while also becoming the heir who must inherit the family.

*Yes, after graduating from the Academy, I plan to enter the Magic Tower.*

She had carefully explained her plans, but for some reason, her mother, Duchess Renuel, didn't seem interested in that. After listening to all of her future plans, the Duchess set down her teacup and said:

*Then... isn't it time to find a fiancé again?*

She had dropped a bombshell that Isabella couldn't ignore.

*...Pardon?*

Even now, she thought her response had been quite foolish. After all, it was only natural if she was to inherit the family.

*Of course, given how your last engagement ended, I would understand if you have negative feelings about engagements...*

*...No, that's—*

*In any case, we need an heir.*

*....*

*I would like you to bring your husband as soon as possible.*

If not that, then...

*Or you could meet potential matches that I arrange for you.*

*.....*

*Personally, I would prefer if you chose the former.*

*....*

*But the heart doesn't always flow as one wishes.*

She had accepted the proposal then, unable to go against her mother's wishes, but even now, she still disliked arranged meetings.

Though she wasn't quite sure why, the idea of developing a relationship through conversations with a stranger whose face and name she didn't know seemed like a far-fetched story to her.

*...Am I too much of a romantic?*

Yet it was hard to dismiss it as merely far-fetched when most nobles typically pursued romance in exactly that way...

She found herself in a dilemma, which led her to another brilliant idea.

*...If we just need an heir, don't we already have a good candidate?*

Jenison Reinhardt. No, he was no longer a Reinhardt.

They had once been engaged, so there would be no awkwardness, and any ill feelings she had harbored toward him had long since disappeared.

This was due to the "Exposure of the Reinhardt Family's True Nature" incident at the Academy. After all, she now knew he hadn't committed those wrongdoings of his own will.

*...Well, he may be a baron now, but his strength has been proven. Even His Majesty the Emperor acknowledged him.*

The more she thought about it, the more he seemed like a good match.

Besides, there were apparently several young ladies who liked how much he had changed from before. If she approached him now, no one would have anything to say about it.

*I'm not sure if Mother... would like Reinhardt, but...*

Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Following the long-standing family motto of the Renuel house, she decided to take action.

*...This isn't out of personal interest—it's for my family and myself...!!*
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After all that commotion had passed, the lecture resumed smoothly as if nothing had happened.

*Is this what makes a professor a professor?*

Despite quite some time having passed since the lecture began, the recent incident was still vivid in my mind. The students' dramatic reactions to that simple request to be in the same group were quite something.

*"L-Lady Isabella...!"*

*"Ugh... when I suggested it, she didn't even acknowledge me, so why...!"*

There were countless defeated looks from the male students, and even the female students were eyeing me suspiciously.

*"My... I think this is the first time I've seen Lady Isabella approach someone first..."*

*"...Perhaps there really is something special about Baron Jenison..."*

Even Ardena, who had been chatting beside me until now, was gaping in shock.

Thankfully, the professor had entered when he did. Otherwise, I'm certain those stares would have been fixed on me for quite some time—and rather uncomfortable stares at that.

*Well, at least Silvia drew some attention away.*

The fortunate thing was that people weren't paying too much attention to me. Well, they were, but there were other people in this lecture hall who could draw attention.

Most notably, Silvia, the Princess of the Elves and their leader. Unlike other elves who disliked humans, she was friendly toward them. With looks that could be considered superior to anyone else at the Academy, it would be a lie to say she didn't attract attention.

Plus, today she had received a one-sided confession.

*"Beluga... how dare he do that to my fiancée...!"*

*"Hmm... I should tell Father to stop pursuing engagement relations with the Ron family..."*

*"Sigh... of all people, the Ron family again... is there nothing that can be done?"*

The students were each lost in their own thoughts, occasionally glancing at Beluga, who was calmly attending the lecture despite what he had done. Meanwhile, the recipient of the confession hadn't said a word.

*She seems to be talking to him occasionally, but I'm not sure what she's thinking.*

Considering the relationship between the Great Forest and humans, this confession was highly likely to be rejected. Even if he was from the influential Ron family of the Empire, she was essentially royalty of a nation. Even for a fallen nation, a noble proposing to royalty was unprecedented.

Some worried this might escalate into an international issue, but knowing her personality, I thought she would most likely just ignore it.

*...Is that really the face of someone who just received a confession?*

She was still giggling as if she had just witnessed something incredibly amusing. Well, perhaps if she were dealing with a full-grown adult, it might be different. But mere underage students would hardly catch her eye.

*Given her age...*

Tap tap—

"...Hm?"

While I was concentrating on the professor's lecture, someone started poking me from the side. It was none other than Ardein.

She had seemed completely focused on the lecture until just now, so thinking it might be something important, I leaned in to listen. Surprised by my response, she pulled back slightly before clearing her throat a few times and bringing her mouth close to my ear again.

"Ahem... what are you going to do now?"

"About what?"

"The group... the group! This is your chance to work with Lady Isabella!"

Ah, so that's why she'd been looking at me enviously. Apparently, she was also one of Isabella's fans, and she couldn't believe Isabella had approached me first.

*But didn't she hide this when we first met at the training grounds?*

"Hello? So what are you going to do?"

"...Of course I welcome her joining my group—"

"It's more than just welcome! You could even get the top score on the final evaluation."

She started beaming as if my good fortune was her own, her purple eyes gleaming with intense envy. She almost seemed to regret not being in the same year as me.

"...But I haven't actually said I'd accept Isabella as a group member yet—"

"What did you say?!"

At that moment, her excited voice echoed throughout the lecture hall due to my casual remark.

"You two in the back, go stand at the rear."

I don't think I need to elaborate on the punishment we received afterward.

***

"...So you're telling me you couldn't find it?"

"...I regret to inform you that is correct, my Queen."

Meanwhile, in a forest where only shadows remained, unsettling voices could be heard once again today.

"...Am I asking too much of you all?"

"....!"

On the surface, it was a very seductive female voice, but unfortunately, the aura it carried was hardly that of a beautiful woman. If anything, it was more like that of a battle-hardened veteran who had experienced countless wars and bloodshed.

"Am I expecting too much?"

"...Absolutely not, my Queen—gack!!"

Before finishing the sentence, the shadow collapsed completely to the ground, resembling a rat sprawled out. Unfortunately, the Queen, who greatly disliked animals, found even this appearance irritating.

Crack—

More sounds that should never come from a human body echoed a few more times, and now the body could only twitch occasionally.

The Queen finally withdrew her extended hand.

"Camilla, are you there?"

"...Yes, my Queen."

"...I thought you, of all people, would succeed."

"..."

"...Well, I've made an example now, so I won't punish you further."

As soon as those words ended, the ominous aura emanating from the Queen's body began to dissipate, and as if in exchange, a pink light flashed in her eyes.

"So, you did at least find out where it is, right?"

"Yes, that's certain."

"Where is it?"

She seemed ready to storm the place immediately if told the location, but Camilla's lips wouldn't open easily despite the question.

Though she knew how desperately her Queen had been searching for that item, she felt she shouldn't reveal the name of that place. She feared for her Queen's safety should she arrive there.

"...Not going to tell me?"

However, too long a silence often leads to misunderstanding.

Despite having waited patiently, the Queen bit her lip tightly when Camilla remained silent.

It felt like her silence was disrespecting the Queen's words.

Crack—

Once again, Camilla's puppet-like body began to collapse, sinking deeper into the ground that was even darker without moonlight.

"Ugh... urgh...!!"

"I thought the last time you ignored my words was three hundred years ago."

Are you ignoring me again?

With her words, the pressure around her intensified, showing her determination to leave not even a shadow on this land.

*My... Queen, that place is too... dangerous...!*

"That's for me to judge, not for someone like you to decide."

Faced with the Queen's savage voice that completely dismissed her concerns, Camilla finally decided to reveal the location.

*I was foolish... to doubt the Queen's power.*

With the certainty that few beings in this world could stop her Queen:

"The... Arena... it's at the Arena...!"

With her mouth being pressed further into the ground, her voice was as small as an ant crawling, but the Queen wouldn't have earned her title if she couldn't hear such things.

"The Arena? Tell me more."

"Keh... cough, so..."

She began explaining everything she had discovered to her Queen, and when she finally finished her explanation, the Queen wore an expression she had never shown before.

"These filthy humans."

A distorted expression that didn't match her beautiful appearance at all—a demonic look unbecoming of her exquisite beauty.

"How dare they... use Mother's body as a mere prize in a bet?"

"....!!"

An intense killing intent that was overwhelming even for Camilla, who had survived countless dangerous situations—a deep-seated hatred directed not at an individual but at an entire race.

"...When does this so-called human slaughter game begin?"

"Th-that's..."

"...You'd better speak clearly. I'm in quite a bad mood right now."

"I-in about six days, I believe...!"

"Six days... six days."

"..."

"Tell the slaves."

That in six days' time, there will be a day drenched in blood.

***

After being called out by the professor along with Ardein, we immediately headed to the next lecture.

Unlike the previous one, this lecture was to be held at the training grounds rather than in a classroom, so it didn't take much time to get there.

Seeing the familiar scenery from this morning, I thought of Professor Victoria's lecture, but fortunately, this lecture was supposed to be taught by someone else.

*At least I can be satisfied with that—*

"Is everyone here?"

"Eek! W-why is that professor teaching this class too?!"

Yes, it shouldn't have been her, but it was.

"Oh? Jenison, I didn't expect you to participate in this lecture."

"...I could say the same about you, Professor Victoria."

"Well, I'm just substituting temporarily, so it's understandable."

"..."

"Good timing. The rest of you continue with your training. You, come train with me separately."

"P-Professor? Why—"

"I see potential in you."

It seemed I had really been singled out.

Ch.221 - Marked By The Professor (2)
"W-Wait, Professor..?"

"What's wrong? Is there something wrong with your body?"

"N-No, that's not it... it's just hard—"

"Then there's no problem, surely you weren't going to say it's too difficult!"

With those words, she suddenly grabbed my wrist and yanked me forward.

As expected of the Academy's top professor, her grip strength is no joke.

Even in the past, people with this kind of grip strength were extremely rare,

And to think she possesses such power in a female body.

I suddenly recall what other students were saying.

That within this Academy, excluding those with special abilities,

She would be the person with the most outstanding physical abilities.

*Honestly, I took it as half a joke...*

GRIP—

Judging by this grip strength that absolutely refuses to let me escape,

I'm starting to think those rumors might actually be true.

"Now, let's go finish the training you ran away from today!"

"No... wait...!!"

"The rest of you students, pair up and practice sparring on your own."

"Wait...!!"

Before I could even ask her to listen to me,

Her footsteps, which had been leading me forward, suddenly stopped,

And she turned around to look at me.

"What, you don't want to do it? Is it too hard?"

"..."

"Rather than regretting it later in a real situation, why not do it now?"

"..."

"Besides... you don't look tired enough to die right now, do you?"

She rolled her eyes up and down,

Her peculiarly white pupils scanning my body.

For a brief moment, her gaze lingered just below my eyes, but that was it.

She argued that apart from the dark circles under my eyes,

She couldn't find any evidence that I was tired,

And I had nothing to say in response.

It was true that I didn't want to receive her training,

And it was equally true that my body was extremely tired.

Secretly glancing behind me,

I could see other students resting while avoiding Professor Victoria's eyes.

From female students leaning against the wall and chatting happily,

To male students who entered the sparring area pretending to practice but were actually just fooling around.

Well, of course, there were some students diligently training on their own,

But most were clearly taking advantage of the situation to goof off.

"Lady Valentine? Would you like to join our conversation?"

"Oh, s-sure then...!!"

"Hohoho, you won't regret it."

Even that Ardein was doing it.

Everyone was having a great time doing their own thing.

Everyone except me, whose wrist was currently in the professor's grip.

"Professor, I... um..."

If I get dragged into training like this,

I'll definitely suffer from muscle pain for quite a while, which is why I spoke up.

I already had a lot to do back at the dormitory.

I needed to go through materials about spirits,

And I needed to send the Saintess back quickly, who might still be hanging around my dorm.

As I was showing with my entire body how much I didn't want to do this,

She squeezed my wrist again, so tightly it made a cracking sound,

And brought her face close to mine.

So close that if someone saw us from the side, they might have mistaken us for kissing.

"What the—!"

Startled by her sudden action, I immediately pulled my head back,

And she whispered into my ear once more, slowly.

"Are you going to say you're tired?"

"...Yes, I am."

"Hmm... well, if that's what you say, I won't force you."

Are you really okay?

That's clearly what she was asking.

Though she didn't say it out loud, her eyes were definitely speaking.

Asking if I was okay, if I was really okay.

Her gaze looking at me as if I were pathetic,

And the slight upward curve at the corner of her mouth.

It was a clear signal that could even be seen as a challenge.

"...I'm not going to fall for that look—"

"Scared?"

"...Let's do it. Where's the equipment?"

And I was Korean.

A Korean who couldn't back down from a challenge.

***

The current Academy professors are quite strong compared to the entire history of the Academy.

No, to be precise, they should be considered extremely strong.

The professors of the past treated students as mere tools for venting their frustrations,

And on top of that, they committed corruption as routinely as eating meals, taking requests from nobles.

They were, so to speak, rotten maggot professors.

However, as I mentioned, all those professors were purged when the current chairman took office,

And to avoid repeating the same mistakes, the Academy

Added one more condition to the qualifications of the faculty.

That is, they must excel in at least one area compared to others.

Only those with ability receive treatment worthy of it.

If there is someone better than you, step on them and stand proudly above.

It was an extremely simple condition, almost like survival of the fittest,

But after this condition was added,

Professors who were all talk gradually began to disappear from the Academy.

Since they had to prove themselves in some way,

It was natural that such types of people would leave on their own.

Rather than being expelled from the Academy with the title of "dismissed professor,"

Leaving voluntarily was a much cleaner way to retire.

And currently, Professor Victoria...

"Run harder, is that all you can do?!"

"You... damn..."

Since entering the Academy, she had never once fallen behind others.

Whether it was swordsmanship or mana,

She was truly a talent worthy of being called "one in a thousand."

People who don't know better might say her strength is simply due to innate talent,

But when you consider her childhood, those opinions quickly disappear.

In fact, she used to be so physically weak that she couldn't even swing a sword.

"If you can't even lift this much, what use will you be?!"

"No... damn it...!!"

However, she eventually succeeded and now sits in this position,

Having risen to the ranks of the strong, recognized by other students.

Although the pain from those days was excruciating, she never once regretted it.

That's why she never changed her training methods.

No matter how many students ran away during training,

No matter how many complaints others raised,

She had no intention of changing her brutally ignorant training methods.

The moment she changed them, it would be like denying the self that had grown stronger through this training.

*Kids these days have no grit...*

Wondering if changing the subject of her lectures might help,

She even changed her lecture topic to "practical combat,"

But instead of changing their mindset,

Students increasingly schemed about how to skip classes.

Now they were even blatantly skipping.

*And in the midst of all this...? This guy's behavior changed.*

Jenison, no longer of the Reinhardt family.

The illegitimate son of a duke's family, called the stain of the duke's family.

*At first I thought it was just a simple whim, but at this point, isn't it a blessing?*

I guarantee that her training methods couldn't be endured on a mere whim.

If such perseverance and determination were just a whim, there would be hardly anyone with perseverance and determination in this world.

"Your posture is wrong, add one more set."

"N-No, wait a moment, Professor...?!"

"I didn't... mention it before, just do it!"

She knew his talent well.

As an Academy professor, knowing her students' information was one of the essentials.

Talent unsuited for both swordsmanship and magic,

Commonly known as the talent of failures,

Yet he was the only student who had steadfastly endured her lectures like this.

Of course, there were more students who didn't run away from her lectures,

But he truly never uttered a single complaint.

And it wasn't because he was worried about grades,

So it was truly a student worth teaching after a long time.

A dull student without a single talent, worth teaching.

"Your posture is collapsing again, do you have no intention of doing this properly?!"

"I said from the beginning... I didn't want to...!!"

"Shut up!! One more set added!!"

But Victoria didn't know.

How her student was looking at her right now.

"Damn... this...!"

"Cursing at a professor is a clear disciplinary matter, be careful from now on."

It was the look of someone who had met a brutal fitness trainer.

***

"Damn it, so when is this kid coming anyway?"

"W-What? Brother, what are you suddenly talking about...? Are you looking for someone...?"

"Ah, you came at the right time. Look at this, see where it's from."

"What...? This is... the s-seal of House Charlotte?"

"Right? That's it, right? It's a letter from that family, correct?"

"Y-Yes!! How did you get this, brother...?!"

"Damn it, so when are they going to send them? I'm a busy person too, you know."

"What...? M-More importantly, brother, are you affiliated with House Charlotte?"

"Hah... affiliated, what nonsense..."

"T-Then?"

"I'm just a babysitter who accidentally took on a chick."

The Black Mule in the prison was still waiting for the chick.

"So when are they coming?!!"

Ch.222 - Marked By The Professor (End)
The status window appeared with its familiar nostalgic sound.

"Your stamina has been consumed excessively in a short time."
"Rest is recommended as soon as possible."
"To prevent dehydration symptoms, draw mana for a while..."

Ding-ding!

The status window appeared suddenly with its distinctive nostalgic sound, right in front of my face as I collapsed face-down on the ground after finishing training.

"Huff... huff..."

"Hmm, good work. I feel like I got some exercise myself for once."

"You're not... human... what even..."

"Not human? That's no way to speak to a lady, Jenison."

Lady? What nonsense.

What kind of lady can lift an iron ball filled with mana with one hand without breaking a sweat?

If the world were filled with ladies like her, men would have gone extinct long ago. Or perhaps female supremacy would have taken hold.

"You seem to be having some impure thoughts there."

"..."

"Well, I'll let it slide just for today since I worked you so hard."

"..."

"Don't try to run away next time. Be sure to wait for me."

She said her piece and breezily walked away, already approaching the other students to wrap up the lecture.

Leaving me like this.

"Urgh..."

I simply ignored the screaming protests from every part of my body and lay flat on the ground, not even bothering about the sweat flowing over me.

It might not be appropriate behavior for a nobleman, but right now, it was what I desperately needed.

"Um, are you okay?"

"..."

"You're not... dead, are you?"

Poke, poke—

I don't know how long I'd been lying there ignoring everyone's stares when something small and soft began poking various parts of my body.

Starting from my back, then the back of my head, and all over my arms and legs.

The feeling of pressure on my already overworked body wasn't particularly pleasant.

My body had already been rolled around enough, leaving me bruised all over.

My muscles, suffering from soreness, rewarded even the slightest pressure with a thousand different pains.

"Ugh... I'm definitely not okay..."

My body twitched occasionally, which must have seemed amusing to her because she soon stopped poking and let out a small laugh.

A voice clearly full of mischief.

I could see her purple hair trembling in my field of vision.

"...Stop it."

But I couldn't get up to stop her—I'd been completely exhausted for a while now.

Her training had literally wrung my body out like a rag.

I guarantee the sweat I've shed today exceeds the amount of water I've consumed.

From the middle of training, my sweat-soaked hair made it difficult to see clearly.

*Damn... it's been too long...*

If only I'd done this when I was actively maintaining my body.

I keenly felt how much my recent neglect of training had affected me, and as a result, I was pathetically sprawled on the ground.

I had become someone who could no longer stand on two legs.

The occasional twitching from muscle pain was just a bonus.

"Um, will you be able to get back?"

"..."

"You look like you can barely move."

I wanted to scold her for the amusement in her voice, but unfortunately, I couldn't even do that in my current state.

As she said, I could barely move right now.

Moreover, my clothes were completely soaked with sweat and clung to my body like a heavy sandbag, and the stench was awful.

It was hard to expect anyone to come help me like this.

Maybe a commoner wouldn't mind, but no nobleman would want the smell of sweat on their clothes.

*I should call someone, or use magic...*

If only my mana were a bit higher—my abilities weren't enough to levitate a human body and control it without incident.

So naturally, I could only hope for someone else to come help me.

Looking down at me, Ardein pursed her lips as if something displeased her.

"Um, aren't you going to ask for help?"

"Who would I ask?"

Hearing that, I rolled my eyes around, but unfortunately...

"You know! Ask other people to help you..."

"Forget it. I'll be able to move after resting a bit longer anyway."

"But it'll be evening soon! It'll be night!"

"I'll be late getting back, but is that really a problem?"

It's not like I'm a nine-year-old kid.

Swallowing the last part, I just lay flat on the ground, and seeing this, her lips protruded even further.

At first, I thought she was annoyed that I was resting so comfortably as if I were in my own bedroom, but looking closer, that didn't seem to be the case.

If it were just that, she could have simply left me and gone.

There was no reason for her to stay by my side at this hour when all the other students had already gone home.

"What, do you have a complaint?"

"No! Not at all!"

As I just lay there rolling my eyes to look at her, she avoided my gaze and fidgeted with her feet.

"It seems like you do have one."

"R-really, I don't! I'll... I'll get up first!"

"Sure, and stop following me around next time."

"Hmph!"

With that, she stormed out of the training ground, clearly upset about something.

Now I was the only one left.

Why did I feel this chill despite being in the training hall where no wind could enter?

Maybe it was because I was alone for the first time in a while.

After a moment of silence that invited many thoughts, the door of the training hall suddenly opened again, letting bright light flood in.

"Jenison, still here?"

"...Professor Victoria?"

Surprisingly, the person who opened the door was Professor Victoria, who had supposedly already left the training hall.

"Yes, you're still here indeed. Get up, I'll support you."

Her eyes were still as white as if she had albinism.

Those pure white eyes that others might have mocked as monstrous approached me quickly, and when her face was barely a hand's width from mine, she put her hands under my armpits and lifted me up.

Without any warning or cautionary words.

"...?!"

"Stay still. If you struggle, it'll be harder to move you."

"Didn't you say you'd support me?"

"Sorry, but after spending so long on the battlefield, when I think of 'support,' this is the only method that comes to mind."

The position she took was to carry me tucked under her arm like a package, making me feel like a piece of luggage.

The hardness of the armor she wore made it extremely uncomfortable.

"If you could move me some other way..."

"Hmm? Isn't this the fastest and most efficient way?"

"Well, yes, but..."

Unable to say that it was embarrassing to be seen like this, I hesitated.

She asked what the problem was and actually started walking faster, which increased the frequency with which I bumped against her armor.

Thud, bang, thump.

With each step she took, strange sounds came from my limbs, bringing me considerable pain.

It was much more intense than being pressed by fingers.

Her battle armor was exceptionally sturdy, incomparably harder than ordinary iron armor.

"W-wait, Professor! I can walk on my own..."

"Hmm? No, you can't. You must be very tired today."

"Well..."

"Haha, you can't say it wasn't difficult, can you?"

I nodded awkwardly at her hearty laugh.

Unless my mouth was about to tear, I couldn't possibly say that training was easy.

"Besides, I'm doing this as a favor. If you move on your own, there would be no reason for that child to have asked me."

"A favor? Who..."

"Hmm? Didn't you hear? Your junior asked me."

The only junior I brought was Ardein.

I certainly wouldn't have brought some junior I couldn't even remember to this professor's lecture.

"Anyway, that child asked me to move you."

"..."

"I couldn't refuse a request from the daughter of a marquis."

"I'm sorry for the trouble."

"Trouble? Not at all. Just don't run away from the next lecture."

"..."

"Why so quiet?"

"Yes, I understand."

"Hmm, then let's put in a bit more effort so you can get back and rest quickly."

"Yes... wait, what—"

After that, I realized one thing:

When a person moves too quickly, the surrounding scenery becomes nothing more than a colorful straight line.

***

"When will the young master return?"

Clatter, clatter—

The silver-haired maid Ella, who had already finished arranging the dishes, was alone, anxiously waiting for her young master who had not yet returned.

"Hmm... he would normally be back by now... I hope he hasn't gotten hurt somewhere..."

Knock, knock—

"Young master?!"

She was about to rush to the door when she heard the knocking, but then realized her young master wouldn't knock, so she stopped in her tracks.

*If it's not the young master, then... a visitor looking for him?*

But Jenison wasn't in this room, so she had to make a choice.

Should she leave the unidentified visitor outside, or risk letting them in?

*Hmm... I'll see who it is first and then decide!*

With that, she put her hand on the doorknob again.

Creeeeak—

"...?!"

The person at the door was someone she never expected to see.
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Still trembling, I barely managed to grip my legs as I slowly walked down the hallway.

No matter how much this was a dormitory used by commoners, it was still the men's dormitory—a forbidden area for women. Professor Victoria couldn't enter such a place.

So inevitably, I had no choice but to walk on my own power right in front of the dormitory.

*She could have just helped me a little more... no one would have known...*

Of course, considering her speed, she might have been able to get in without being caught, but...

*I'm sorry, but that's not possible.*

*N-no, it would just be for a moment, just coming in and out...*

*Rules are rules, and as a professor, I must lead by example in following them.*

*You should apply that to the students who run away from your lectures...*

*Those guys aren't even qualified to attend my class in the first place.*

*....*

*Teaching students without any grit is quite exhausting.*

*B-but you can't just leave someone on the ground like this...!*

*What's the problem? It might be a bit difficult, but you look perfectly capable of walking.*

She was a professor notorious for her inflexibility.

And so, I was suddenly abandoned on the cold ground, unable to properly control my own body.

Until now, I'd been leaning against the wall, barely supporting myself on trembling legs.

*Why isn't Ella answering my calls?*

But I hadn't been idle. While making my way here, I had repeatedly tried to contact Ella through the communication stone I had given her earlier.

Of course, I hadn't received a single response.

*Did something happen to the Saintess...?*

Given Ella's personality, it didn't seem like she would wander around without saying anything...

With an uneasy feeling, I tried to hurry my steps, but—

Throb—

Unfortunately, my feet couldn't move very quickly in their current state.

At best, I could only walk slowly without falling.

And there wasn't any other way to improve my current condition.

*If only the Saintess were still in my room...*

But with her public image and many appearances to make...

That possibility was practically non-existent.

If she hadn't returned to the Order yet, this area would have been filled with members of the Order before I even arrived.

*Though it was already quite dangerous for the Saintess to enter a man's room alone in the first place...*

With each step, the creaking wooden floor assaulted my ears.

And finally, just as my dormitory came into view...

"Hmm?"

I couldn't help but tilt my head.

"Who are they?"

There were unidentifiable people standing on either side of my door.

As if they were standing guard.

***

Tap-tap-tap-tap—
The knife danced across the cutting board.

Hisssssss—
Water placed on the magical tool began to boil vigorously.

Such busy sounds, yet there was only one person moving about.

"Q-quickly...!!"

The delicate hands of the maid with still-dazzling silver hair moved busily.

She needed to prepare something presentable as quickly as possible.

"Um... Ella, if it's going to take long, you don't have to—"

For the unexpected but welcome guest outside.

"No, please wait just a moment!!"

Though she asked for just a moment's patience, she couldn't help but feel anxious inside.

*W-what should I do? I gave everything to the Saintess earlier, and now there's nothing left...*

The reason was that she lacked sufficient ingredients to properly serve the guest waiting outside.

*B-but I can't serve nothing when she's come to visit after so long... ugh...!*

Yet she couldn't just provide nothing.

After all, the young lady had come looking for the young master, not her.

If she didn't serve anything, she would be failing as a maid.

She had to make something, anything, to serve.

*I should have saved some... all I have left are these...*

Of course, this large room wasn't completely devoid of ingredients, but using them made her feel somewhat guilty.

They were ingredients of lower quality, suitable only for commoners like herself—the kind sold in cheap markets.

With just these, it would be difficult to prepare food that would satisfy the young lady who had likely eaten only the finest cuisine her entire life.

*There's a market right in front... if I go out now and just buy what I need quickly...*

She had to make a choice.

Should she serve lower-quality food to the young lady?

Or should she leave the young lady alone briefly to go out and find better ingredients in the late night?

*N-no, I can't leave a guest alone...*

But the latter option was nearly impossible.

So Ella, having reluctantly decided to make the best food possible with the available ingredients—

"Young lady, it seems the young master has arrived outside..."

"Really? My brother is here? Ella!! Sorry, but I'm going out first!"

—was too focused on cooking to hear the sounds coming from outside.

***

After briefly eyeing the two men standing like statues on either side of my door,

As soon as I approached, both men dropped to their knees with a thud,

And their stiff heads bowed toward me.

"What is this..."

"We greet you, Young Master!!"

The behavior of these two large men didn't end there.

Their thick fists, which looked capable of killing at least eight people, formed a respectful gesture toward me,

And their heavy voices were now addressing me as "Young Master."

Yes, as if they were pledging their loyalty to me.

"....?"

Well, having lived in the Duke's household, I wasn't unfamiliar with such greetings,

But when people whose faces and voices I'd never heard before suddenly appeared at this late hour and acted like this...

"W-who are you all?"

Even I couldn't help but be flustered.

Especially with men of such large build.

It wasn't often that I had the chance to meet people so big.

"And why have you come to my dormitory..."

"The young lady wished to see you, Young Master..."

"So we had no choice but to come at this hour."

The two men exchanged words with each other,

With almost no gap between their sentences, making it seem as if one person was speaking.

They must have been together for a long time.

It would take more than two or three months to achieve that level of coordination.

*Reminds me of Numbers 11 and 12...*

I'd met this type before.

People who handled each other's bodies as if they were their own, moving in perfect harmony.

They were among those with incredible coordination, almost like twins.

"Young Master, shall we go inside?"

"No... this is my room, but wait."

"The young lady has been waiting inside for quite some time."

"...What?"

As soon as I heard those words, I roughly opened the door.

After all, I wasn't living alone.

BANG—

*Ella!!*

My attendant who hadn't been answering my calls,

Ella, who had been with me since childhood and had never once ignored my words, came to mind.

*There's no way Ella would ignore my calls for no reason...!*

The more I couldn't guess the identity of this "young lady" they mentioned, the more my anxiety grew,

And I rushed into the room, ignoring the voices of the two men calling me from behind.

Praying that Ella was safe.

Tap-tap-tap-tap—

As I entered the pitch-dark interior, my footsteps naturally quickened,

THUD—

"...?!"

"Eek?!"

My body collided with someone much smaller than me.

And simultaneously, I heard a delicate female voice.

The "young lady" they had mentioned flashed through my mind, but...

I found myself strangely motionless.

"...."

"Ow... my head."

It wasn't because I couldn't see anything.

My eyes had already adapted to the darkness very quickly upon entering the room.

After all, I had once lived without light for fifty-one days straight.

This amount of time was more than enough for my eyes to adjust.

And this room was already completely familiar to me.

If I wanted, I could guess someone's position just by their presence.

Most of the furniture in this room was made by me.

"Who came running in so urgently? Brother?"

But I remained still.

Because the voice of the unknown person rustling in front of me,

Was a voice all too familiar to me.

"Where is my brother..."

Click—

My hand found the light switch I was already so familiar with,

"...Huh?"

"...Aria?"

Black hair identical to mine was revealed.

It was an emotional reunion with my sister whom I hadn't seen in a very long time.

Ch.224 - Almost Broke It
For a moment, I wondered if it might be someone else, but that couldn't be the case.

This black hair wasn't a common color even in the Empire.

Unlike the 21st century where everyone was human, this place had mixed bloodlines of different races.

Perhaps it was only natural that black hair was rare here.

Especially for a woman with black hair and red eyes.

"Brother, it's been a while, hasn't it?"

"..."

My eyes automatically shot upward at the familiar voice.

The same black hair—the same black hair as mine—swayed gently.

Those red eyes, different from mine, stared directly at me.

Was it because I hadn't seen her face in so long?

Aria's face, which I was seeing after a long time, definitely looked thinner and more gaunt than before.

Dark circles hung heavily under both her eyes, and her skin tone was even paler than when I'd last seen her.

"Aria, are you sick somewhere?"

"Hmm? Ah... I'm fine. Nothing's wrong."

"Where are you living now? When do you plan to return to the Academy?"

After parting with her at Charlotte's mansion, I hadn't exactly been idle either.

No matter how strained our relationship might be, she was still my only family.

After our unpleasant parting, I occasionally visited her class to try talking with her again.

Of course, each time I was told Aria wasn't there.

That's when I learned she hadn't been attending the Academy for days.

"..."

"I heard you haven't been coming to the Academy for a while."

"Haha, well, I had some circumstances..."

Aria laughed awkwardly while avoiding my gaze.

The way she scratched her head suggested she didn't have many excuses prepared.

Well, she could have at least left a message before leaving.

It would be too awkward to make excuses for that now.

"So, why did you come looking for me?"

"How did you know I came to see you, brother?"

"The two people standing outside suddenly knelt down and told me."

"..."

Aria seemed to realize something as she immediately put her hand to her forehead and lowered her head upon hearing my words.

A small sigh escaped her lips.

As if others shouldn't have known she was here.

"Why, is there a problem?"

"No... not particularly..."

"Then what's the issue?"

"Ugh!"

She's still the same.

That habit of getting upset when things don't go her way.

I should be satisfied that at least she's not lying down and throwing a tantrum like before.

She seemed very mature until recently, but seeing this scene now, she hadn't changed that much after all.

Just like how she claims to be my sister.

"Well, I suppose that's not important."

"Huh?"

"Let's go back inside and sit down."

"..."

"It would be a shame to part ways after seeing each other for the first time in a while."

But that aside, I still had so many questions to ask her.

***

After Aria and I went back into the room,

We found Ella, who had already prepared refreshments.

Somehow, her expression was quite different from usual.

If her expression used to be bright and innocent,

Now it was almost the complete opposite.

"Ella, when did you prepare all—"

"Y-young master, you're back?!"

"Ah, yes... I'm back."

"Q-quickly! The young lady is here, please sit down!"

"No, wait..."

She definitely seemed to be hiding something...

But I couldn't quite figure out what.

Aside from being a bit more hasty than usual, she was the same Ella as always.

"Ella, did something happen while I was gone—"

"N-no, young master!! Nothing happened at all, so you really don't need to worry!!"

"When you say it like that, it makes me even less likely to—"

"I-I'll bring some tea!!"

Despite my suspicions and repeated questioning,

Her reaction was quite dramatic.

Ella fluttered her entire body and ran straight to the kitchen.

Even I, who had lived with her all this time, had rarely seen her so flustered.

Given Ella's personality, she could be clumsy, but she had never caused any serious accidents.

At most, she might break a few dishes or cups.

Of course, Ella was quite young back then,

So other servants who were older than her would take responsibility and make up for her mistakes.

But that didn't mean she was a child who only made mistakes.

Rather, she showed quite a competent side when it came to household chores, especially for her age.

If she had been simply a mistake-prone child, she wouldn't have become a maid in a duke's household in the first place.

*But for Ella to be like this...*

By now, I was starting to wonder what kind of accident she might have caused.

She was someone who would try her best to fix any mistake on her own,

For her to be so flustered that she couldn't even ask for help...

"Aria, can you wait for a moment?"

"Huh? Oh... okay."

"Sorry, I'll be back as soon as possible."

With an uneasy feeling spreading throughout my body,

I immediately excused myself to Aria and secretly followed Ella.

*At times like this, I do appreciate the Academy dormitory.*

Even though this was a dormitory mainly used by commoners, it was about the size of an average house,

So there was no worry about being caught following her secretly.

The question was what mistake she had made and whether I could fix it.

So I completely concealed my presence and secretly followed her,

And finally discovered Ella in the kitchen, fiddling with tea leaves.

She was slowly brewing a mixture of various tea leaves all at once.

"Ella, what are you doing here?"

"Y-young master?"

***

"So... you were trying to make something because you didn't have anything proper to serve?"

"..."

"And then you got flustered when I came in with Aria?"

"Y-yes."

...What should I do with this innocent and clumsy maid?

I put my hand to my forehead and sighed deeply, just as Aria had done earlier,

And she flinched, her shoulders twitching at the sight.

*She's like a hamster.*

"Y-young master, what should I do? I haven't brewed a tea suitable for the young lady yet..."

"Sigh, Aria won't care about such things, so don't worry..."

"B-but!! The young lady grew up in the main house eating only the finest things... still..."

...Oh, come to think of it, Ella never stayed with Aria in the main house, did she?

"I-in the past, the foods that satisfied the young lady could be counted on one hand..."

"Ah, that's—"

"H-how can I serve something like this to someone who isn't used to such common food...!"

"..."

Let me clarify: Aria isn't particularly picky about food.

She's a good girl who thinks that leaving food is disrespectful to the person who prepared it.

Of course, the catch is that since she's only eaten high-quality food, there aren't many dishes that can satisfy her.

No ordinary chef's skills could match those of the duke's personal chef.

"It should be fine to serve it as is. I guarantee it."

"N-no, I can't serve such inadequate food to the young lady..."

"It would be more helpful if you just went out and kept her company instead of wasting time here."

After chasing Ella out of the kitchen, I immediately approached the tea leaves she had been brewing,

"..."

I removed several leaves and steeped them in different water.

I don't know where Ella got these leaves from...

But some of them were practically strong poison.

Moreover, because they had a good fragrance, some people might mistake them for tea leaves.

In fact, I remembered these plants because I had actually used them once before.

*I didn't know they would grow even here...*

Actually, they might just look the same but be completely different plants...

*Just in case...*

Even the possibility was enough reason for me to step in and remove them.

I don't think Ella would have added these plants knowingly,

So it should be fine to ask her later where she got them.

If such things are being distributed in the marketplace...

*It could cause a serious accident later.*

Hissssss—

As the water boiled again, I poured it into the teacup,

After removing all the poisonous herbs I had taken out,

I added leaves of aromatic medicinal herbs and various tea leaves.

*It smells similar to herbal tea.*

≪You have created Stren's Blanche, a tea good for fatigue recovery.≫
≪It brings a measure of refreshment to the consumer as soon as they drink it.≫

"...?"

I just grabbed random ingredients and steeped them in boiling water,

And yet another strange thing was created. With quite a good effect, too.

*Is this also an effect of the alchemist's mark?*

With that pointless thought, I slowly poured the tea into the cups,

And began to carry them, intending to serve them myself.

"Aria, Ella, sorry for the long wait—"

"What?!! Y-you're saying the young lady has become the head of the family?!"

Oh, I almost spilled everything.
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At the exact moment Aria went to visit Jenison's room, despite it being quite late in the evening, there was still a place where the commotion hadn't stopped.

"Oh my... how should we handle this..."

"Let's put this issue aside for now and deal with it later..."

"We cannot lower the taxes any further from here..."

It was the Royal Palace, where meetings continued even at this late hour.

The National Reform Council, where almost all the major vassals of the empire gathered. Even the Emperor of the empire attended this meeting once a month, where they mainly dealt with difficult problems.

Today, the meeting was dragging on unusually long.

"...Huh, so this is the final issue that remains."

A man sighed while running his fingers through what little hair he had left, as if he had expected this.

"Are we... really allowed to give our opinion on this matter?"

A middle-aged man hesitated to express his view, glancing at the Emperor sitting at the head of the table.

"Well, we can't exactly leave the head position of House Reinhardt vacant."

A noblewoman who seemed rather disinterested in the situation fiddled with the ring on her finger.

Almost all the prominent figures of the empire were gathered in this one place.

And simultaneously, all these people were racking their brains.

Because an issue that absolutely could not be postponed had emerged.

"Well then... let's discuss whether House Reinhardt should continue to exist."

House Reinhardt, one of the empire's four great houses.

Regarding this house, which once possessed such powerful influence that it was called the house of knights,

They had to decide.

Whether to erase the name Reinhardt from the empire or not.

"Obviously, the house should be exterminated!"

The first person to stand up was a sturdy old man who looked like he had quite a temper,

Small veins were already bulging on his forehead.

"Instead of getting angry without thinking, why don't you calm down a bit first, Margrave of the Border?"

"Calm down?! Did you say calm down? Even now, our people are still fighting those creatures at the edge of our lands, and you say calm down?!"

"..."

"After all the blood and sweat we've shed to protect our territory, there's a man who made deals with demons, and you expect me to calm down?!"

Bert Bin, a man who refused to lower his voice despite the Emperor's presence.

The old man called the Margrave of the Border let out a tremendous shout that didn't match his age.

"..."

Surprisingly, hardly anyone except a few took issue with his behavior.

Clearly, his attitude toward the Emperor was undeniably disrespectful,

But considering his current state of mind, his behavior wasn't completely unreasonable.

He was the Margrave of the Border.

Moreover, he was the Margrave who protected the western frontier, the most treacherous land in the empire.

The western frontier, where monster invasions never ceased due to the inexplicably increasing Gates that had appeared since two years ago,

Was still such a perilous land that it was known as a place of demotion or death for knights.

It was the western frontier where monsters that appeared hundreds of years ago, now only remaining in records, occasionally showed up.

And he was the Margrave who protected that place with his soldiers.

He must have buried thousands, if not tens of thousands of soldiers with his own hands.

He must have faced countless people who were shattered while protecting the empire.

And he must have personally delivered their bodies to their families afterward.

With that fiery temperament, he wouldn't have entrusted such important tasks to others.

And now, it turned out there was a traitor within the land they had protected?

*I suppose we should be grateful he's not overturning this council chamber right now.*

*Besides, even His Majesty the Emperor is looking at him with an understanding expression...*

*There's no particular reason to stop him...*

However, in the end, that was just personal sentiment mixed with casual talk.

From a political standpoint, his argument wasn't particularly good.

"But Margrave, if that happens, there will be an imbalance between the powers."

"..."

"You know what will happen if House Reinhardt disappears—where the nobles who followed them will go."

Yes, it was obvious.

What would happen if the nobles who had blindly followed House Reinhardt heard news of its extinction?

They would immediately seek to attach themselves to another power,

And unfortunately, the chances of that being the imperial family were extremely slim.

Since most nobles these days were only desperate to fatten their own bellies,

They wouldn't attach themselves to the imperial family, which was desperate to suppress noble power.

In that case, where they would go was as good as decided.

"The Four Great Houses."

"..."

"No, by then, they would probably be called the Three Great Houses."

"..."

"Do you really intend to give wings to their already growing power?"

While other nobles might not care,

The people here were all those who had sworn loyalty to the imperial family.

It was natural that such a situation would be unwelcome.

The stronger the nobles became, the weaker imperial authority would inevitably become.

Especially if only a few houses grew in power.

"Besides, House Reinhardt still has considerable influence that cannot be ignored."

"..."

"Despite the imperial order, there are still many knights who follow them."

"..."

"Does the Margrave intend to start another war in this land?"

People around him were startled by his blunt tone and tried to stop him,

But his eyes still burned with unwavering determination.

Seeing the eyes of the young man, the Margrave's brow furrowed even more.

"...So you're saying we should just leave a house that accepted demonic power intact? What exactly are you trusting them with?!"

"Not considering the changes that would occur is—"

"Enough."

The Emperor intervened between the two men whose voices were growing louder,

His brow was also deeply furrowed like the Margrave's,

And the atmosphere around them began to grow heavier.

"...Hmph!"

"...Ahem."

"...Sigh, how is it that you two haven't changed at all?"

"..."

"Break this habit of fighting every time you see each other. What kind of disgraceful behavior is this in my presence?"

The two were about to open their mouths again at the word "disgraceful,"

But they backed down after one sharp glance from the Emperor.

He then turned his attention to the other nobles who had been silently watching the argument.

"Do any of you have good suggestions? If so, speak up."

"..."

"If not... may I offer my opinion?"

If the Emperor wanted to do so, no one could stop him.

If anyone had tried, they would have been thrown out on the streets before even reaching this place.

When the other nobles remained silent, the Emperor took it as tacit consent and slowly began to speak.

"House Reinhardt will continue to exist, and I will not accept any further objections."

"Your... Your Majesty?!"

"...How wise, Your Majesty."

The words that came from the Emperor's mouth were not an opinion, but a declaration.

***

"...So, you're the head of the house now?"

"Yes... I'm now the head of House Reinhardt."

"Oh... my lady, congratulations... eek?!"

"...Be quiet, Ella."

With a complicated feeling in my heart, I gave Ella a light poke in the side,

Then immediately grabbed the back of my neck and tilted my head back.

I really felt like my blood would rush backward if I didn't do something like this.

"M-Master, why...?"

"...Ella, I'm sorry, but could I have some more tea?"

"Oh... yes!"

"Ah, but without those herbs this time..."

"Oh, yes..."

I successfully managed to send Ella, who was looking around with wide eyes, to the kitchen,

And immediately gave Aria a fierce look.

"O-Brother?"

For a moment, Aria was so startled that she was taken aback.

"Aria... are you in your right mind?"

"...Huh?"

"You know as well as I do that our house is now only headed for decline."

"..."

"The eldest son of the family turned into a demonic human, and many people witnessed it. Don't you understand what this means?"

No matter how thoroughly they tried to silence the servants, it was a lock that would eventually open.

In reality, it's impossible to permanently seal people's mouths when you can't even put a lock on them.

From the moment the mansion was partially destroyed, everyone who needed to know probably already knew.

That the heir of House Reinhardt had become a demonic human.

Although this fact hadn't been widely announced yet, there was no telling when it might be.

"Everyone will suspect our house's connection to demons."

"..."

"In such a situation, do you really not understand what it means for you, still so young, to become the head of the house?"

She couldn't possibly not know.

At least the girl I knew wouldn't be unable to make such a simple deduction.

She was a child who was called a prodigy when she was young, after all.

She could even memorize difficult magic circles with ease.

"There's no way you wouldn't understand something like this; you're smart."

"..."

"...Aria, I understand that you want to protect the family, but..."

"..."

"There are situations in the world where you have to give up—"

"...What about you, brother?"

"...What?"

"You didn't give up."

The look in Aria's eyes at that moment was, how should I put it,

Like a beautiful yet precarious red sunset perched on the distant horizon.

Ch.226 - Before The Wind Blows
After that, the conversation between Aria and me continued,

But the difference in our opinions never narrowed.

Even when Ella, who had prepared tea for all of us, slowly returned, we were still talking.

"...Are you really not going to give up?"

I didn't want Aria to become the family head.

The position of family head isn't just a seat waiting with sweetness.

Of course, it comes with power, but also equal danger...

No, perhaps even greater dangers lurk there.

From the moment she becomes the head, she's no longer just Aria the individual.

She becomes a representative of the Reinhardt ducal family.

The future of everyone else in the family will rest on her shoulders,

And she'll have to consider every single action she takes with tremendous care.

*She'll be under incredible stress.*

The weight of knowing that everything about other people depends on your gestures.

The anxiety that the family's financial situation could change based on a single expression.

Those burdens will soon translate into enormous stress,

And I have no desire to put my sister through such an experience.

Even if it means the family I've belonged to since childhood disappears.

After all, my sister who remains by my side now is more precious than a family I never had good memories of anyway.

Besides, from the moment she, still young, sits in the family head's seat, scandals will spread freely.

*...Either "the child who sold out their father" or "daughter of the devil's family"... one of the two, I suppose.*

Either way, these aren't things a duke's daughter should have to hear.

Especially for the daughter of a family prestigious enough to be called one of the Four Great Houses.

"...If you came here to say that, then go home, Aria."

"Brother...!!"

But I can't directly stop her from doing it.

If it were someone else, maybe, but I've already left the family.

From Aria's perspective, wanting somehow to take the family head position,

Or from the perspective of the branch family or others in the family, I'm now a complete outsider.

*The Duke probably won't give up his position easily... but they say he's already disappeared from the Empire...*

Naturally, they wouldn't welcome someone like me.

A youngster who already left the family is now trying to ruin it.

Unlike other things, the position of family head must be maintained somehow.

A family without a head soon walks the path to downfall.

And that's something Aria, who doesn't want to give up on the family, would find extremely displeasing.

"...Brother, are you really going to be like this?"

"...That's what I should be asking. What did you want to hear from me?"

Actually, I know what she wants to say and hear from me.

But encouragement, or reassurance...

The situation was too desperate to offer such things.

To the point where most people couldn't do anything about it.

"...Go home, Aria."

If I considered the possibility that she might break down later,

I didn't want to send her down the thorny path of becoming family head.

***

Contrary to my expectation that a commotion would break out,

Aria left after saying only that she would never give up the position of family head.

She looked quite disappointed, but I could understand.

Just as Aria is my only remaining family,

Aria must also cherish me.

*Usually, the more precious someone is to you, the stronger your resistance when they deny your opinions or dreams... but.*

Even so, I couldn't yield this time.

This was different from simply supporting someone's dream.

"...Young master, with the young lady..."

"...She'll handle it well. That's the kind of person Aria is."

"...I'll go in first."

After Aria left like that, the bleak atmosphere didn't end.

Just looking at Ella, she couldn't regain her spirits.

It was no wonder, since she had always gotten along well with Aria.

I'm feeling rather depressed right now too.

"Sigh..."

With so many things to do already, for something like this to happen.

Somehow, I was strongly craving the cigarettes I'd quit,

"...This is how I'll form the team."

Six days after that, now,

I slowly stepped forward toward the Arena.

Crumpling a paper labeled "letter of recommendation" in one hand.

***

Have you ever heard the saying... black arrows are coming?

It's a rather famous story.

That farmers suffer great setbacks in their farming due to swarms of pests that fly in every year.

Such common incidents aren't particularly noteworthy.

No... should I say "weren't"?

*"Kyaaaah!!"*

*"W-what is this?!"*

*"G-get away, you bugs... aaaagh!!"*

An attack of countless flying insects blackening the sky,

And the size of each individual was also substantial.

Large enough to easily devour a small child.

Many people died, and many more were in danger of dying.

Beings that could easily kill several people with just one of them.

With so many individuals that they blackened the sky,

And their unique flying ability that allowed them to dominate the skies at will,

That's why they were called black arrows, and why they came to be known as a calamity to many people.

Of course, each individual didn't possess extraordinary strength,

But the fact that their numbers could never be ignored was true.

The name of these black arrows was Bellit, Bellit with three pairs of wings.

"Arena Master, I've taken care of everything you ordered."

"Really? Are you certain you've captured those creatures?"

"Yes, we called in a biologist to confirm... it's certain."

However, occasionally, among humans, there were those who, far from fearing calamity, actually invited it.

For their honor, for power, money, and authority, and so on.

Their reasons varied, but the one thing that never changed was...

The fact that they excluded any possibility that they themselves might suffer losses from their actions.

"Really...? How many did you capture?!"

"We used drugs to capture ones that had fallen behind from the group... probably no more than three at most."

"Three... creatures, that's not a very large number."

"Even this was captured with almost all members of the mercenary group working together."

"Tsk... mercenaries are all incompetent, every single one of them."

"..."

"Just send them the promised money, and hand the Bellits over to the animal keeper."

The Arena, a mock battlefield where the Empire's death row inmates swing swords while awaiting death.

The only place in the Empire where killing people is legal,

And also an execution ground where various death row inmates can be seen dying painfully to all sorts of monsters.

Like an ancient colosseum.

"Um... but can we really handle these creatures well..."

"With the magical tools they have, there's no creature they can't handle, so stop worrying and just go."

However, almost all prisoners who enter this place are death row inmates.

Human garbage who committed all sorts of heinous crimes outside, regardless of the methods used.

No matter how cheaply you look at it, such people wouldn't simply let themselves be defeated by monsters,

In fact, their survival rate in the Arena is close to fifty percent, excluding fights against humans.

Almost one out of two survives.

The Arena Master was very displeased with this fact.

*"The audience's complaints keep rising... because of such trash...!!"*

No matter how much they've struggled and survived battles with monsters,

They are still violent criminals and offenders.

And some of the spectators watching them are victims' families or relatives.

Naturally, they couldn't accept it.

That the person who mercilessly killed and destroyed their family and friends is still alive like that.

Even though this itself is a kind of show, that's not important.

What matters is that the only way for the bereaved families to be satisfied is for the criminals to die.

*"...If someone survives unscathed this time too, my position will be in danger. That absolutely cannot happen... absolutely...!!"*

The position of Arena Master that he had barely managed to secure after climbing up from the bottom.

Although it was somewhat far from an honorable position like that of a nobleman,

Nevertheless, for him, who was maintaining quite a lucrative income,

He now only wanted to maintain this position for as long as possible.

That's why he needed to find it even more.

No matter who the opponent was, no matter how strong they were.

A monster that could deliver certain and predetermined death to them.

*"I hope Bellit meets that standard..."*

"Oh, and Arena Master."

"Hmm...? You haven't left yet?"

"No... I still have a few things to report..."

"What is it? Is it something that might cause problems for the animal keepers?"

"N-no, it's not that..."

"...Then what is it?!"

"These Bellits... they were captured too easily."

"...What does that mean?"

"Their eyes were glazed over, and they seemed somewhat dazed...?"

As if they had been enchanted by someone.

And so today too, a new bloodbath was about to hit the Arena.

"...Is this the Arena?"

A black-haired boy had also arrived there.
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Morning dawned, and the day had arrived.

The day when the Academy's final evaluation would begin.

"Young master, you're... already awake?"

"Yes, I can't be late today."

On any other day, I might have allowed myself some leisure time, but today, I couldn't afford to be late.

For the final evaluation, being even slightly late meant immediate disqualification.

If I wasn't careful, I might not even set foot in the Arena before the portal closed.

Then all my plans to go to the Arena would be for nothing.

And it would be inconsiderate to the teammates I'd requested.

"...At the very least, I don't intend to inconvenience others."

"Ah... yes."

"...Ella."

"...Yes?"

"Are you worried about Aria?"

"..."

So the final evaluation that everyone had been waiting for had arrived, but unfortunately, neither Ella nor I were in a particularly good mood.

To be precise, we hadn't been since parting with Aria that day.

"...Jenison, has something happened?"

"...No, Professor, nothing at all."

"...Hmm, let's end here for today. You should visit the infirmary."

Not just other students and teammates, but even Professor Victoria had been concerned about me, so I don't need to explain what my expression must have looked like during that time.

*I thought I was managing my expressions fairly well... tsk.*

After parting with Aria like that, I hadn't encountered her even once.

She was no longer seen at the Academy.

Even her professor only knew that she had taken a leave of absence, and no one knew where she was or what she was doing now.

Of course, if I searched throughout the Empire, I could certainly find her...

"..."

But I couldn't do that.

It wasn't as if Aria and I had never fought before.

Even when we were young and got along relatively well, we occasionally bickered.

Naturally, those instances increased as we grew older.

Me, with my relatively mature mindset compared to others, and the pampered younger sister of the Duke's family who followed me around.

Since we were so fundamentally different from childhood, some friction was inevitable.

Sometimes she would get angry because I didn't listen to her.

Other times she'd be upset because I took her snacks.

We fought over childish, trivial matters, but we always reconciled eventually.

*But this time is different.*

We were able to reconcile because one of us would eventually yield.

As always, someone has to give in for reconciliation to happen.

And that role had always been mine.

*...But this time, I have no intention of giving in.*

I'm not cold-blooded enough to stand by and watch my sister willingly run toward a difficult path.

"I'm going now, Ella. I might not return for a while, so you should visit home during that time."

"Ah... yes!"

"Right, I'll be back."

With those words, I donned the Academy uniform after a long time.

***

Normally, there should have been many students heading to the Academy at this hour, but I couldn't see any students at all.

Not even Albert, who always came out for morning jogs.

Everyone must have already gathered with their teammates at the designated location.

As long as all team members were present, it didn't matter when they departed afterward.

That's why I woke up earlier than usual.

It would be inconsiderate if I were late when the other team members had already arrived and were waiting.

*Surely they wouldn't all have arrived at this hour... but I should pick up the pace a bit.*

So for a while, I continued to quicken my steps, and finally succeeded in reaching the location designated by the Academy.

"Why isn't he here yet? We all agreed to meet early yesterday...!"

"Hey, you there!! What are you doing while I was away?!"

"For this final evaluation, the goal should be to finish as quickly as possible..."

As expected, despite the early hour, there were already an enormous number of students and professors present.

Suddenly, I found myself in the position of having to find my teammates in this bustling crowd.

*...I'm already tired from staying up late last night...*

It might seem like I'm only saying this now, but I'm not naturally a morning person.

If anything, I'm closer to being a night owl.

From the beginning, having received intense training regardless of day or night, being a morning or night person wasn't particularly important to me.

Besides, most of my activities back then took place at night.

*Being accustomed to the night is why I stayed up too late yesterday...*

Well, it's not like my stamina is terribly lacking like before.

One day of insufficient sleep won't affect my condition too much.

I don't sleep that much anyway.

Bump, bump, bump

With so many students around, shoulder bumps were inevitable as I tried to make my way through the crowd, causing my shoulders to continuously sway left and right.

My build isn't particularly large compared to the others anyway.

Bump—

Another shoulder collision.

I was trying to avoid them as much as possible, but this was getting excessive.

Somehow, it felt like people were deliberately gathering around me.

*I'm just trying to get to the meeting place...*

"I'm sorry."

"Ah... it's nothing."

Exchanging apologies every time shoulders bumped was becoming tiresome.

Just as I was thinking that I wished anyone would appear in front of me—

"You've arrived."

The crowd that had been blocking my path suddenly parted.

Like the Red Sea before Moses.

And simultaneously, a delicate voice reached my ears.

A voice that could truly be described as a beautiful blossom.

"...You're early, Princess Silvia."

"Hehe, would you believe me if I said I was too excited to wait?"

The first glimpse I caught of her that day revealed an elegant and dignified appearance, truly unadorned.

***

I can't explain why she's in the same team as me.

Even I don't know the reason yet.

*Excuse me, Jenison?*

*...Princess Silvia? Why... me?*

*Um, I'd like to join your team?*

*...What?*

*Oh, if that doesn't work, you could join my team instead!*

I still can't forget her expression that day.

An expression like someone looking at quality prey.

A playful expression that was hard to believe came from someone who had lived only in the forest.

*...I'm sorry, but that...*

I tried to refuse her because of that unsettling expression, but unfortunately, I couldn't even do that.

Just before I could speak, I realized that everyone around us was staring at me.

*.....*

*Is that not possible?*

*...No, I'm just so honored...*

She clearly stated that she came here not as a representative of the Elves but as just another student, but in reality, hardly any student fully accepted her words.

Those who did were either infatuated with her beauty or simply not in their right mind.

At the very least, she was royalty of an entire race.

Such a person had declared in front of many people that she wanted to join my team.

And I had no valid reason to refuse her.

If I had a reason, it was simply that I didn't like her expression.

*But I couldn't say that to her face...*

"Oh my, are you feeling unwell?"

"...It seems so, I must have eaten something bad this morning..."

"Jenison?"

"...We won't need to look for one person, it seems."

She was using formal speech in front of others, as expected.

Behind her, another large man was approaching me.

*Right, why didn't I think of that?*

It would have been easier if I had looked for him from the start.

His build is so enormous that he would have been easy to find.

"Hmm! So this is where you were, Baron Jenison!"

My second teammate and the man who had made passionate advances toward Silvia.

The eldest son of the Ron family, Beluga Ron, was striding toward us.

"Princess Silvia, you're here too?!"

"...Ah, yes."

The recipient of his confession seemed rather uncomfortable.

What? Why is he on my team, you ask?

*Well... because Silvia is on my team.*

There was no reason for me to refuse someone who volunteered to follow into the most dangerous place.

The Arena was a place that even most students avoided.

Especially since his reason for following wasn't because of me, which made it even better.

"But, I don't see our remaining member?"

"That's true, though... we still have plenty of time, so it's fine."

"Have you been waiting long?"

At that moment, a voice came from somewhere, and once again the crowd parted.

"I'm sorry for being late."

"...It's fine."

"Of course it's fine, Princess!! Haha!!"

The person who appeared was none other than a woman with ice-cold eyes and hair.

Click, click—

Only the sound of ice-made heels echoed in my ears.
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Her appearance, blue as the sky, once again drew the attention of everyone around.

The Ice Flower, the Cold Princess, and so on.

There were countless nicknames for her, and just as many people who paid attention to her.

Being a noble lady was enough to attract attention, but she was different from other noble ladies.

In the field of magic, she was undoubtedly talented and was mentioned as the future head of the Magic Tower.

She was someone who walked a different path of excellence compared to others.

Even the great sage had taken her as a disciple.

*Though honestly, they probably just needed to fill a spot with someone.*

Looking at it now, I can't help but think our team is overpowered compared to the others.

Taking such capable members to a place where direct combat is unlikely to occur.

Of course, given the nature of the Arena, unknown people might pick fights with us,

But that doesn't matter—we just need to focus on our investigation.

The Academy will be monitoring closely to ensure students don't get hurt anymore.

*For a simple investigation mission... what a lineup.*

I could understand why everyone was staring at us.

Even I thought our team members were extraordinary.

Excluding me, everyone on the team was from a viscount family or higher,

And they all had excellent academic records.

"..."

Despite my glare, the stares didn't disappear.

There was even a hint of hostility in those sharp gazes.

It seemed excessive for mere competitive spirit.

They're probably worried we'll monopolize the top grades.

With these team members, it would be strange if we didn't receive high marks.

"Jenison... can't believe he's on the same team as Lady Isabella..."

"Damn... if someone with Beluga's build could join, I would've applied too."

"Look at him with women on both sides, lucky bastard."

...Or is it because of me?

Turning my head toward the whispers, I noticed the hostility was coming mainly from the male students.

That's when I realized this wasn't just about competition.

"..."

"My, why are you staring at my face like that?"

"...I apologize if I was being rude, Princess."

Hmm, no. It was something else.

*Even at my age, dating students would be...*

"Well, everyone seems to be here. Shall we get going?"

"Yes, that would be good. Though the Arena makes me a bit uncomfortable..."

"I don't mind either way. Let's go."

Following the professor's guidance, we slowly began walking again,

And the other students naturally moved aside, making way for us.

*It's convenient, but...*

Having people clear the path and show deference was certainly convenient.

But it was also somewhat burdensome.

My actual status wasn't that impressive compared to the others.

*Before, I was at least the child of a duke's family, even if only in name...*

Now I'm merely a baron,

The kind of nobility other nobles often dismiss.

"...Well, it doesn't matter."

"Pardon? What doesn't?"

"Nothing. Let's go."

But I didn't dwell on it much.

I never really cared about titles anyway,

And I had prepared myself for this when I left my family.

So we continued walking, with Isabella and Silvia in the lead,

While Beluga and I, with our larger builds, naturally followed behind them.

"L-Lady Isabella, could I have a moment of your..."

"...Do you have business with me?"

"N-No, excuse me."

We had suddenly become like intimidating bodyguards escorting young ladies.

Just look at that—he ran away just from seeing our faces.

His expression was like that of a mouse before a cat.

"Hmm, why do they run away from us so hastily?!"

"...I don't think it's because of me... or is it?"

"Huh? Baron Jenison! Do you have some idea why?"

"..."

Beluga looked at me with a genuinely puzzled expression.

Despite his intimidating face and enormous build,

His expression was pure innocence itself.

"...Do you really not know?"

"Of course not! If I knew, I wouldn't be asking!"

"..."

Wondering if he might be pretending, I asked again,

But he proudly puffed out his chest, showing off his impressive pectorals as if being clueless was something to be proud of.

That's when I realized:

"...Let's just say it's because of me."

"Huh? What did the Baron do to blame himself?!"

*This guy has absolutely no awareness.*

I suppose it was strange from the beginning when he so openly confessed to the Princess of the Elves in a crowded lecture hall.

Even if he wanted attention, that was too much.

*I thought he was just an attention-seeker...*

But this was different.

If my guess was correct, he didn't care about others' gazes at all.

"...Beluga Ron."

"Yes? What is it?"

"Does your brother often tell you that you lack awareness?"

"What?! How did you know that?!"

"..."

"Have you planted a spy in our family?!"

"..."

"Besides, when did you meet my brother?!"

"...Sigh, how on earth did they deal with this guy?"

Juniel Ron, a student council member who mainly works in the Academy library.

Today, I found myself missing his prickly demeanor.

***

"When you enter here, just imagine the place you want to go."

"Thank you, Professor Oliver."

"No need for thanks, it's my job. Just help with training your juniors later."

"That's a bit..."

"..."

Looking somewhat hurt by the response, Professor Oliver stepped aside,

And Isabella and Silvia entered the portal first.

Next was Beluga, following right behind Silvia.

Finally, I slowly walked up to the blue portal.

Woooong—

The blue portal emitted all sorts of noises as I approached.

Its bright color seemed at odds with the atmosphere of our destination.

"Ah, Jenison."

"Yes?"

"I couldn't tell the others, but..."

"..."

"If you're planning to return, it would be best to do so quickly."

I wanted to ask him why, suddenly feeling uneasy about his words,

But Professor Oliver refused to answer, saying it would violate regulations.

So I had no choice but to enter the blue portal.

Well, professors aren't supposed to interfere with student evaluations anyway.

"...The Arena in the western territory."

Woooong—

Touching the recommendation letter tucked in my chest,

My vision flipped completely.

Along with tremendous waves of magical energy.

***

Thud, thud thud

Countless impact sounds.

Splatter—

Simultaneously, red blood sprayed everywhere.

There were no screams. No one had the strength left to make them.

Dozens of death row inmates died instantly.

The selection process was in full swing at the Arena.

"In Zone 3, numbers 68 and 82 survived."

"In Zone 2, numbers 27 and 42."

To provide the audience with the best entertainment, you need suitable pieces.

None of the Arena visitors want to see common criminals fighting serious offenders.

Such fights lack thrill, romance, and entertainment.

Of course, while everyone here is a death row inmate,

The severity of punishment doesn't always reflect the seriousness of the crime.

And being sentenced to death doesn't necessarily mean someone is physically strong.

"L-Let's kill that guy first. I heard he wasn't sentenced for murder...!"

"..."

"We need to survive together, damn it!"

"...Fine, I'll go first."

The Arena was currently in the process of selecting the trash.

They needed to keep the audience entertained.

"I'm sorry, but I still have things to do outside... ARGH!!"

"W-What was that?!"

"What just..."

And there was a man who stood at the pinnacle in this regard...

A man who had never died or suffered comparable injuries through countless shows,

A cruel man who thoroughly killed everyone who charged at him.

"I'm not particularly interested in what you want to do outside."

"Gurk...! Please... spare..."

"And I'm not nice enough to spare someone who tried to kill me."

Crack—

With a chilling sound, everyone present could feel it.

The skull had been completely shattered.

With just one hand.

Everyone trembled at the sight that defied common sense,

But the man, showing no interest in them, sat back down,

And then turned his head to one side.

"...Hah, damn it... finally here."

Muttering incomprehensible words, as if he needed to hit someone.

Ch.229 - Arena Arrival (2)
"...Where is this?"

"It seems we've been transported somewhere a bit away from the Arena?"

"Definitely!! This is not the Arena!!"

The first thing I felt after coming out of the portal was desolation.

A barrenness that could be described as desolate.

In the distance, sand storms were blowing fiercely,

And trees that were nothing more than bare shapes could be seen everywhere.

The landscape looked like it could be mistaken for a vast desert.

Nevertheless, the occasional traces of dwellings meant that people were still living here.

"Uuugh..."

"So hungry... mommy..."

Of course, that didn't mean those people were living normal lives.

"...Would you like to have some of this?"

"Th-thank you so much..."

"M-me too, please..."

"Please... no, at least for my child, I beg you..."

"J-just wait, slowly..."

Everyone in our group reacted differently,

But the one who reacted most dramatically was Isabella.

She had probably never left the Renuel duchy or the Magic Tower before.

She would never have seen such a barren landscape.

Just as nobles typically don't concern themselves with people in slums.

"..."

"How terrible...!!"

For someone like me who had been through all sorts of hardships, this scene wasn't particularly new,

But for normal kids my age, being shocked by this sight would actually be the natural reaction.

*Bones all showing through... clothes all torn.*

A horrific scene reminiscent of a battlefield.

The tragedy of innocent people bearing countless sufferings would be difficult to get used to even for a battle-hardened veteran.

*Well, I've already surpassed that level.*

"Nature has completely dried up here, probably a very long time ago."

Contrary to my expectations, the person who reacted most indifferently to this scene was Silvia.

I thought she would have the most dramatic reaction since she had the deepest connection to nature among us.

Surprisingly, she didn't say anything even when looking at this land where not a single blade of grass grew.

She just picked up a handful of soil at her feet and examined it.

To me, it looked almost indistinguishable from sand,

But she seemed to feel something different about it.

"..."

According to the others, she had been like this ever since they arrived here.

She continued to mutter something incomprehensible,

I wanted to talk to her, but her expression was so serious that I couldn't casually approach her.

So for a while, we had to blend in with this desolate landscape.

No matter what, we couldn't leave her behind in a place like this since she was our teammate.

"Huh?! What are you staring at? I'm not interested in men!!"

"...Nothing, forget it."

"Hmph! How bland."

"...What kind of conversation are you two having?"

"Are you finished?"

"Yes, I'm fine now."

I wasn't sure what was fine now, but since she said she was okay, I didn't want to worry about it anymore.

Besides, right now I needed to figure out how to get through that crowd.

"P-please, at least for our child..."

"I'm sorry, but we can't give any more..."

"Give it!! Give it to me...!!"

"Why are you giving it to them but not to us?!"

I didn't want to insult Isabella's kindness in sharing her snacks with these poor people,

But in my view, her action was a tactical error.

I don't know how many refreshments she brought with her...

"Give it!!"

"Hand it over!!"

"My child is starving, don't you understand?!"

But it was certainly far too little to satisfy all these people.

People who had been starving began to act out.

Because of the fear that there might not be enough food for them.

They started to rage, demanding to know why others received food but not them.

"W-wait, please, no matter what, I can't give any more..."

Humanity tends to become more vicious and cruel in extreme situations.

Seeing that Isabella couldn't coldly turn them away, they began to rush at her more desperately.

Hoping they could fill their stomachs with even the tiniest morsel.

Of course, if they had known her status, they would never have dared act this way...

But no one would think a girl wearing just a robe, not even an Academy uniform, was a noble lady.

"J-just for the child, please, our children haven't eaten for three days...!"

"Move, lady!! My mother is starving!!"

"M-my wife is pregnant and hasn't had anything for days..."

Unable to raise a hand against civilians, she was helpless against the surging crowd,

And the others were in the same situation.

Only Silvia, who seemed to have some experience with these situations, was barely maintaining her composure.

"...Kind if you put it nicely, stupid if you put it harshly... is that it?"

Some things need to be cut off cleanly.

During my days as an assassin, that was the phrase I heard until my ears wore out.

"She's too soft."

She should have cut them off.

Before people taking advantage of her slightest compassion came rushing in.

"...Haah."

But as I said, I didn't want to criticize her.

It's not like she had to become a cold-hearted person like me,

And above all, for those raised with noble teachings that emphasize honor, this situation would have been unexpected.

"Hmm! This is troubling!! As a knight, I cannot ignore those in need...!!"

"..."

"But I also cannot comply with all these unreasonable demands!!"

"...I'll handle it."

I had hoped Beluga might help with his massive frame, but he didn't seem like he would be much help...

So I decided to step in myself.

At this point, further delays would be problematic in many ways.

"I-if you don't give us more food right now, you'll regret... Huh? Who are you?!"

"...Jenison? What are you—"

"Go beg somewhere else."

*Snap*

I grabbed the hand of a man who was trying to rush at Isabella in the confusion,

Then deliberately applied excessive force to the arm I was holding and pulled it out.

*Crack*

"Aaaaargh?! Y-you... son of a...!!"

With that horrifying sound and the man's scream,

Everyone's attention naturally turned to me.

Among them were quite a few gazes filled with hostility.

Probably people who thought they had missed their chance because of me.

Thinking, *'If I had just a little more time, I could have gotten food from that girl...!'*

"Aaaah... it hurts!! You're breaking it!!"

"J-Jenison, you'll get in serious trouble for this!!"

But sorry, I'm not someone with such a weak resolve that I would worry about such things.

I don't want to waste time on this.

"If I let go, can you take responsibility and make them back off?"

"Wh-what nonsense is that... Aaaaargh!!!"

"If you can't, then I'll make it happen."

*Crack*
*Crunch*

I completely dislocated the arm of the particularly rough-looking man,

Then positioned it so it could barely be recovered,

And simultaneously, the man screamed terribly while thrashing his entire body.

As if he were having some kind of seizure.

"Aaaah... uuuuugh..."

I was thinking he was overreacting for just having an arm dislocated,

When Beluga, who had been motionless until now, suddenly rushed at me,

And his massive frame collided with me, making me step back perfectly for a moment.

"...What is—"

"Baron Jenison!! What do you think you're doing?!"

"...What?"

As I raised my head to argue that I should be the one asking that,

Once again, a huge axe appeared before my eyes.

An enormous double-bladed axe that seemed like it came straight out of a novel.

It reminded me of something Vikings would use.

"Even though you're a baron, to assault and mistreat the Empire's subjects like this!!"

"...You muscle pig."

"If you cause any more harm to that man, as a knight, I absolutely... Gaaah?!"

Just as I was starting to get a little annoyed,

*Crackle*

The man who had been boasting his massive body in front of me suddenly screamed and collapsed unconscious,

And behind him stood an elf with green hair.

"...Indeed, people who act before thinking are far more troublesome than I expected?"

Silvia—from the circumstances, it seemed she had used spirit power to knock him out.

At the same time, Isabella, who was beside her, slapped my back with a very serious expression.

"Why... why did you do that...!! What if the Academy hears about this...!"

...Honestly, I thought she was going to criticize me for messing up.

I was slightly touched by the fact that she was actually worried about me.

"...These people delaying our schedule is far more critical."

"B-but you might face punishment later."

"It's fine. If I hadn't stopped him just now, he would have laid hands on us first."

Of course, if an Academy student had unilaterally used violence against subjects, it would have been a problem,

But this was a case of starving subjects approaching us first, so it doesn't matter.

Moreover, they were the ones who lost their reason and rushed at us first.

*Well, if it was to protect his daughter, the Renuel family would probably defend me at least once.*

"Uuuugh... ugh..."

"...What are you doing now?"

"Aaaaargh!! Stop... what do you want, you bastard?!"

"I've been saying it all along, haven't I?"

Lead the way.

Preferably guide us all the way to the Arena.

Ch.230 - Arena Arrival (3)
Thump, thump—

One of the best ways to instill fear in humans is simply to "show them."

The fear and anxiety that they too might end up like that someday if they're not careful.

By showing them something far worse than they imagined, you plant those seeds of fear and anxiety.

"P-please, sir... I was wrong..."

"Walk."

Crack—

Truthfully, I don't particularly favor this method.

After all, this approach literally involves breaking people.

No matter how many times I experience the sensation of bones breaking and organs rupturing, it never becomes something I can get used to.

"I said walk."

However, right now I had no choice.

I couldn't delay my schedule any further and inconvenience my team members.

*And besides, I arrived much later than expected.*

It's been quite a while since I received this letter of recommendation.

I would have preferred to arrive sooner if possible,

But due to various circumstances, my schedule was significantly delayed.

Even now, I needed to hurry so I'd have something to explain myself with.

After all, this was someone recommended by Duke Charlotte... they were bound to be far from normal.

"AAAAARGH! S-stop...!!"

"Eek!"

"H-how horrible..."

The man with his arm bent at an unnatural angle finally started moving faster than me,

And the onlookers gasped in shock at the sight.

Those with weak stomachs and children were nearly in tears, but well...

That wasn't something I needed to concern myself with.

*If they had even a shred of conscience, I might have thought differently...*

But these people didn't even meet that condition.

I had no intention of criticizing them for being poor,

But they treated the kindness shown to them as their rightful due and even demanded more.

They perfectly embodied the saying that continued kindness is mistaken for obligation.

People who couldn't understand their own situation and just wanted to squeeze out every last coin they could.

Of course, their desire to survive wasn't wrong in itself, but...

*Frankly speaking, I have no reason to be considerate of their circumstances. Above all, they're interfering with me right now.*

They were interfering.

Some might call it a trivial reason, but for me right now, that was enough.

It was reason enough for me to strike the jaws of the two men still charging at me without hesitation.

Crack—
Crunch—

"Just... give us some food, you little brats!!"

"Let... go of my arm!!"

One was a man with a build rivaling a beluga whale,

The other was his opposite, a man with a rather small stature.

Despite their strangely significant height difference,

Their movements were as skilled as if they'd been coordinating for years,

Yet they were still too inexperienced for me.

With those movements worse than even *twins*, they couldn't escape my sight.

My left hand still gripped the broken arm of the man in front of me,

While I raised my leg to strike the chin of the shorter man who approached first.

Hard enough to knock out teeth.

Crack—

"Kuhek?!"

"Brother...!!"

Oh, so the small one was the older brother.
Honestly, they looked more like a parent and student.

"You bastard...!!"

The tall man became enraged seeing his brother fall.

Despite clearly witnessing his brother collapse, he charged at me like a wild beast with his bear-like physique, which showed admirable spirit,

But unfortunately, getting emotional was something one should never do in any situation.

"Your movements become too big."

"W-what?!"

After twisting the arm I was holding once more, I dodged the massive fist coming at me and slipped inside his guard,

Then immediately struck with all my might.

My target was his abdomen,
specifically the right side.

The height difference was too great to aim for his face anyway.

Thud—

His movement stopped for a moment as my punch connected properly,

But his build was far too sturdy to fall from just that, so I immediately followed up with another punch from my other hand.

Each time I struck, the man's body trembled like a vibrating phone.

Thud—
Crack—

Fortunately, since they had initiated the fight this time,

Even Isabella couldn't actively stop me.

In the end, the man collapsed before she could completely stop me.

Thump—

The house-sized body fell to the ground without making a sound.

He had a body that would have been well-suited for a knight or martial artist.

*If he'd been born into a slightly better family, he might have achieved some success.*

I wanted to give them a few silver coins as consolation,

But I couldn't do so in front of all these people.

After all, if another fight broke out because of the money...

"...That's good."

"...Pardon? What's good...?"

"Hey, you there."

Ignoring the question from behind me, I immediately called out to the shorter man from earlier,

Who looked at me while holding his bleeding chin.

"You little bastards, treating adults like this...!!"

"You're too noisy. Just take this."

"What is this... s-silver coins?!"

For me, a few silver coins wasn't a particularly large sum, but for them it was probably a significant amount.

Even commoners who were better off than them wouldn't want to spend silver coins carelessly.

Having earned this much money from just one fight, the man probably had no complaints.

No, judging by his grin, he seemed more than satisfied.

Not knowing the future that awaited him.

"W-why are you giving me this...?"

"It's for medical treatment. Use it wisely, and don't let the people around you take it."

Don't let the people around you take it.

The man's smile froze instantly at my last words.

As if he suddenly realized he was being watched by those around him.

"Did he just say silver coins?"

"Yes, silver coins! I saw it clearly, they're silver coins...!!"

"With just that... I wouldn't have to starve my child anymore...!"

"It's not like we'd stand a chance against him anyway... so..."

"Yeah, and the most annoying one is already lying on the ground!"

Gulp—

At that moment, I could hear the sound of people swallowing around me.

"Get him!!"

At one woman's shout, everyone present rushed forward.

All to claim those few silver coins.

"S-stop, don't come closer...!!"

"Get out of the way!! Move!!"

"Get lost, I said get lost!!"

The place that had been in a strange standoff just moments ago instantly turned into chaos,

And I turned around to look at my still-stunned team members.

"I think we can proceed more comfortably now."

""....""

Their expressions, unable to respond freely, were quite amusing.

***

"W-we've almost arrived. If you continue straight ahead, you'll reach the arena...!!"

"...Are you sure?"

"Y-yes!!"

"...Go on then. Take this for your arm treatment."

"A g-gold coin, thank you!!"

Considering I was the one who broke his arm in the first place,

Seeing him bow repeatedly with such joy gave me a strange feeling.

Even if a single gold coin was a large sum.

"...Didn't you give him too much?"

"The priests won't bother with slum patients for minor issues."

"..."

"In the end, he'll have to pay more than usual."

Not everyone in this world has the kind heart of a Saintess.

No one would treat people without expecting something in return.

Especially when that person seems easy to take advantage of.

A poor, middle-aged man with a broken arm?

He would undoubtedly be overcharged.

That's when the gold coin would prove useful.

"Hmm... you still think of such things?"

"...I'm not cruel enough to torment someone like him."

Well, it was certainly annoying that they charged at us out of nowhere.

But losing the use of an arm permanently for just that would be too harsh a punishment.

"Hmph!! I apologize for misunderstanding earlier, Baron Jenison!!"

"Ah... it's fine—ugh?!"

"Haha!! You truly have the generous personality your reputation suggests!!"

Could you please stop hitting my back so hard? It's painful enough already.

And so, including myself, we continued moving forward,

Until finally, an unusually large building gradually came into view.

"That doesn't look like an arena to me?"

"Hmm!! I've heard the Arena has a reception area for guests!"

"...We'll find out when we get there."

Creeeeak—

A wooden door rattling in the sandy wind.

After opening the door that looked like it would break with the slightest touch,

"...Did a storm pass through here?"

"It doesn't appear so..."

We found ourselves looking at what could only be described as a complete wreck.

Tables split in half,
chairs reduced to powder.

Paintings that seemed to have hung on the walls were now on the floor with their frames shattered,

And various glass bottles that had been on shelves were scattered across the floor in pieces.

"...What on earth happened here..."

"...Oh? Are you customers?!"

And then, a man's voice echoed from inside.

Although his appearance was hidden by the darkness of the room...

His voice had quite a smooth quality to it.

Ch.231 - Camp
"Are you the owner?"

"Hmm? Haha... Is this your first time at the Arena, customer?"

"...?"

"Unless you're visiting the Arena for the first time, there's no way someone wouldn't recognize my face."

The voice of a man who appeared to be in his fifties pounded in my ears, as if someone was physically hammering the concept of sound directly into them.

It had been quite a while since a voice felt this unsettling, but I couldn't exactly show my discomfort to the person standing right in front of me.

Being at the front of our group, I slowly bowed my head to him.

The man seemed pleased by my greeting. With a hearty laugh, he led us inside and offered us the most decent seats available.

"Haha, judging by your attire, you seem to have come from far away... Are you from the Academy?"

"...How did you know that?"

"The Academy contacted me recently."

They said they would take full responsibility if anything happened... and asked me to let the students in.

"Well, I get paid and business continues as usual, so there's no reason for the Arena owner to refuse."

"...I see. Then when can we enter—"

"Ah, about that..."

"...?"

"I'm afraid you won't be able to enter today."

This unexpected news caught everyone in our group by surprise.

"...Huh? When did you wake up...?"

"What do you mean by that?!"

At that moment, Beluga Ron, who had apparently regained his senses, rushed at the man recklessly.

"Stop, calm down first..."

"Do you know how far we've come to get here?!"

"Oh... oh my, customer... why are you acting like this?!"

"Our grades depend on this!!"

...Well, that's true, but is it really something to get this worked up about?

Of course, grades are important to Academy students, but...

"Find us a way in right now!!"

"Oh dear, if it were up to me, I would have already..."

I don't think it's something to react so strongly about.

Anyway, assaulting an innocent person is unacceptable behavior, so all of us group members immediately started pulling him away.

He must not have actually intended to use force, because he fell back more easily than expected, collapsing like a wet leaf.

"...Sob, is there really no way?!"

"If it were up to me, would I still be standing here like this?"

"..."

"I'm just a person trying to make a living from this job..."

Although I couldn't yet figure out what circumstances were at play, at least to my eyes, he didn't appear to be lying.

Even though my body had grown younger, my experience hadn't rusted away.

For someone like me who had to deal with liars on a daily basis, distinguishing truth from falsehood was no challenge at all.

Even if the person in question was a middle-aged man exuding an unsettling aura.

"I apologize. As you can see, he's quite hot-tempered..."

"...It's fine. Honestly, something similar happened earlier too... haha."

"Something similar?"

"Yes... haha. Two men grabbed me by the collar out of nowhere."

"..."

"They looked quite intimidating... and one of them had even sacrificed an arm somewhere, wearing a prosthetic instead."

As he spoke, the man began dusting off his collar.

It wasn't just empty words—he genuinely seemed unbothered by what had just happened, as if he hadn't been affected at all.

*That guy is known for his strength, but...*

Beluga Ron, an aspiring knight and the eldest son of the Ron family.

Despite being one of the physically strongest students, the man had gotten up completely unfazed after Ron's charge.

I hadn't sensed any magic being used either.

It seemed too suspicious to chalk up to mere luck.

"...Then when will we be able to enter the Arena?"

However, this was just my intuition.

Without any concrete evidence, I couldn't accuse him based on mere suspicion.

It would be much easier to ask more about the Arena instead.

"Ah... probably within a day or two."

"...That's quite soon?"

"Well... I heard the captured magical beasts caused some trouble... but they'll sort it out themselves, hahaha."

Regardless, it meant we couldn't enter right away, so I reluctantly asked if there were any inns nearby where we could stay for a few days.

The other group members seemed dissatisfied with the situation but appeared to accept it nonetheless.

After all, there was still plenty of time before the Academy's final evaluation ended.

"Oh, customer!!"

"...?"

"You can't enter the Arena or the magical beast storage right now, but the detention center is open!!"

"The detention center...?"

"If there's a criminal you're interested in seeing, it wouldn't be a bad idea to take a look!"

***

"So, what should we do now?"

After spending quite some time looking for nearby inns, Silvia was the first among us to speak up.

"What do you mean, what should we do...?"

"Since this could be considered an unfortunate accident, should we not report it to the Academy?"

At her suggestion, the eyes of the other two members lit up, and even Silvia herself smiled mischievously, clearly finding the idea entertaining.

"...True, since this isn't our fault, the Academy might understand..."

"As expected of the princess!! What a brilliant idea!!"

Whether they were worried about how this incident would affect their grades or not, their reaction was far more dramatic than I had anticipated.

*Well, Isabella is from a noble family, so it's not strange that she cares about her grades...*

I turned my head to look at Beluga, who was still enthusiastically expressing his admiration for Silvia.

It wasn't unusual for Isabella, who was always at the top of the class, or Silvia, the Princess of the Elves, to be concerned about their grades.

*People in high positions tend to have more pride...*

For them, receiving low grades would be equivalent to completely losing face.

Unless they studied diligently, the option of not studying simply didn't exist for them.

Especially for Isabella, a duke's daughter.

The higher one's noble status, the more followers one has.

*It seems Silvia thinks roughly the same way...*

Of course, just because this accident happened, the Academy couldn't reschedule the entire final evaluation period.

As we saw this morning, many students had already departed, and adjusting the schedule just for the four of us would raise issues of fairness.

It might seem trivial, but even if the students didn't complain, parents would surely pressure the Academy from outside.

They were parents after all, and many were genuinely invested in their children's grades.

Well, it seemed like their standing in social circles mattered more than their children's actual grades, but still...

The Academy would face some pressure regardless.

They must be quite troubled by now.

*Still, if they adjusted the schedule just for students who came to the Arena...*

That might be possible.

Of course, unless there were very few students who came here, or if we were the only ones, they couldn't ignore dozens of students filing complaints.

"...Yes, so... how—"

Isabella and Silvia immediately began making contact with the Academy.

United by their concern for grades, the two women looked like sisters, while Beluga awkwardly kept his distance from them.

*He was so persistent when Silvia was alone, but now why...?*

"...What? What do you mean, Professor?"

"I mean exactly what I said, Princess... we cannot adjust the schedule."

Despite finally establishing communication, Professor Oliver delivered news that was like a bolt from the blue.

"Why... why can't you?"

"Lady Isabella..."

"If there isn't a valid reason, I'll formally report this to my family...!"

"...Sigh, there's nothing I can do about it."

"...What?"

"You see..."

Whatever she heard made Isabella's face turn pale immediately.

Beside her, Silvia's complexion also changed, her once vibrant skin turning as blue as a fresh corpse.

"Are... are we really the only students who came here?"

"Yes, even though the Elven Princess and a noble lady are among the four of you..."

"Is it a matter of... fairness?"

"That's correct."

"..."

Faced with their despondent expressions, there was nothing I could say...

"..."

Nothing at all, since I was the one who suggested coming here.

"...Let's escape."

Looking around a bit might help cool their anger.

Besides, I still hadn't met the person called "Black Mule."

*Since they told us to go to the Arena, he's probably a criminal...*

If he really was a criminal, he would likely still be in the detention center.

That is, if he was still alive.

"...Huh? Jenison?! Where are you going—mmph!!"

"Sorry, I have some business to attend to."

"Hmm? Alright, I'll handle things here!!"

Beluga, the aspiring knight.

He always scored full marks as a tank.

Ch.232 - Benefactor
Already a tourist attraction for many people, finding the prison camp was much easier than I expected.

I could ask anyone passing by, and they'd tell me. Plus, there were maps installed all around to show the way.

"Oh my, judging by your appearance, you must be from somewhere important..."

"Yeah, I guess."

"If you find any prisoner you like, you can take them as a slave without issue."

"..."

"They're all already sentenced to death, so they might even prefer it, haha!!"

The citizens welcomed me as an outsider without any territorial hostility. They wore unwashed clothes and had greasy faces and hands, looking like they lived completely different lives from the people I'd met outside earlier.

*They're not even that far apart...*

I was somewhat curious about how the wealth gap had become so severe, but my curiosity stopped right there.

After all, as just a student visiting this place, there wasn't much I could do even if I understood their circumstances. Helping others wasn't something someone like me—who could barely take care of himself—should be doing. That was for people who had already taken care of themselves properly.

*I should ask about it later if I get the chance.*

With an unpleasant gust of wind, I slowly continued walking forward.

By now, I had somewhat figured out the structure around the Arena.

"Mom... buy me that!!"

"Listen, if you eat that, you won't be able to eat dinner when we get home."

"Waaaaaah!!!"

Yes, there were shops selling snacks, and behind them, I could faintly hear shouting...

*Hmm?*

Shouting?

A sound that didn't quite fit this peaceful street reached my ears, and I found myself moving toward it as if entranced.

According to what I'd heard from people around here, this direction should lead to the prison camp...

"Ah."

I think I understood what the shouting was about.

***

"Shit... shit!!"

"Stop right there!"

Tap-tap-tap-tap—

The sound of frantic footsteps began to echo. The sound of multiple people running created a sense of urgency for onlookers.

"Huff... huff..."

The actual people involved must have felt like they were dying from exhaustion.

"Hey, it would be better to stop this nonsense and come back now!"

"You won't be able to leave this city anyway!!"

"Shit... we'll see about that...!!"

A person fleeing desperately and others chasing just as desperately—a chase scene not easily witnessed anywhere else was unfolding, but the expressions of the citizens around remained perfectly calm.

This might be unusual elsewhere, but here, this scene was just part of daily life.

"Haha, the ones who came in this time can run quite well."

"Brother, shall we make a bet? Let's bet on when that guy gets caught."

"Hmm... sounds good. I'll bet within three minutes."

"Then I'll bet more than three minutes... hehe."

This happened often whenever new death row inmates arrived.

Some couldn't believe they were sentenced to death and denied reality, while others attempted to escape immediately after seeing the exterior of the prison camp.

Such people always tried to escape at the last moment before entering the camp.

Perhaps they instinctively knew that once they went inside, their lives would be no different from falling into a pit.

"Hey, who tied that guy's rope?!"

"It was the new guy... I'm sorry!!"

"Are you crazy? Giving restraint duty to a rookie?"

In that sense, this prisoner was lucky.

Having been sentenced to death just for stealing some nobleman's possessions a few times, he was able to escape easily thanks to the terrible restraining job.

Apparently, it was a new recruit who had restrained him...

"Hehe... if I escape from here, I'll have to buy that guy a drink...!!"

Though of course, he'd make that guy pay for it.

Swallowing the last part of his thought, he focused on escaping again.

Although no death row inmate had ever escaped from this place, at this rate, escape seemed truly possible.

Tap, tap, tap, tap.

Trampling across the surrounding rooftops, he glanced down at the guards chasing after him, taunting them.

Those idiots who became guards just because they had big bodies but no real skills.

He had always secretly looked down on them, but today he felt the urge to express those feelings out loud.

Thieves were typically people who couldn't resist such impulses.

"Haha, farewell, you idiots!!"

"That... that bastard...!!"

"I am free from all the shackles and restraints of this world—AAAACK!!!"

It happened in an instant.

Several small blades suddenly rained into his open mouth.

"Wh-what? He's falling, catch him!!"

"Wh-why so suddenly..."

*Judging by their confusion, it wasn't those two idiots... then who...?!*

Was it true what they said about not being able to leave this city? Or was there some other helper?

As thousands of thoughts raced through his mind, he saw it.

A boy standing on the opposite rooftop, just like him.

"What is that..."

*Damn... that kid...!!*

A boy who seemed to be wrapped in black from head to toe.

***

"Thank you!! Thank you so much!!"

"It's... it's nothing, really..."

The man bowing repeatedly with excessive enthusiasm was one of the people who had been chasing the man I knocked down earlier.

Judging by his clothes, he seemed to be a guard...

"Thank you, thank you!!"

"Please... that's enough..."

If nothing else, I wish he'd stop thanking me.

His loud voice was already drawing attention from people around, and a man with such a large build bowing to a child like me was bound to attract notice.

"I'm truly grateful. I would have been severely reprimanded by my superiors...!"

As I stood there awkwardly in front of the guard who kept bowing, the older-looking of the two men removed his helmet and slowly approached me.

An old man with striking white mustache—he looked much older than I had expected, yet his build was more similar to Beluga than to me.

*That's not a body one can have at that age...?*

Moreover, even at a glance, his body appeared incredibly well-trained.

The hideous scars etched across it caught my eye.

Traces of battle that could never be formed through mere training.

Such scars wouldn't exist unless he had participated in some remote war.

Those were literally scars from failed attempts on his life.

Even if he had survived a war, it made no sense for such a person to work as a guard in this remote area.

*I don't think I've seen this face before... who is he...?*

"Excuse me...?"

While I was trying to guess his identity, his cold hand, covered in armor, suddenly rested on my shoulder.

I immediately looked up to meet his mustache and eyes.

He was so much taller than I expected that I had to tilt my head back quite a bit to make eye contact.

It might have seemed rude to him, but it was an unavoidable response for me.

"Oh, I'm sorry... what were you saying?"

"Haha, your mind was elsewhere? That happens."

He patted my shoulder repeatedly while letting out a hearty laugh.

We hadn't even properly introduced ourselves yet, but he was being so friendly—he must have been quite grateful for my help in catching the escapee.

Seeing how he kept glancing at my appearance, he seemed to have noticed I was an outsider...

*Judging by his lack of caution, it seems I made the right choice to intervene.*

To be honest, I had many doubts.

After all, this was their job, and I wondered if it was appropriate for me, an uninvolved person, to interfere.

Whether getting involved might cause trouble.

Whether it was something I, merely an Academy student, should get involved in.

There were too many factors to consider.

I almost let the escapee go...

*Good thing I caught him...*

"Haha, you're so young but you did something amazing!!"

I almost missed this opportunity to be welcomed so warmly.

I was planning to visit the prison camp anyway.

Becoming friendly with the guards there would only bring benefits, not problems.

Thump, thump—

...but could he stop patting my shoulder now?

It's starting to hurt.

"So, what brings someone so young to this remote area...?"

"Well, about that..."

For a moment, I wondered if I should mention being an Academy student.

From what I'd heard, everyone in the prison camp was either a violent criminal or a death row inmate.

Would they let a student enter such a place?

*I don't think so...*

If the guard in front of me had any sense, he definitely wouldn't let me in.

Unlike news of violent criminals dying in the prison camp, news of an Academy student dying there would be enough to set the entire domain ablaze.

*How should I... explain...*

"Hmm... you have reasons you can't share? Well, that can't be helped!!"

"Pardon?"

"I can't just leave my benefactor like this... come with me!"

I'll treat you to something you won't regret!!

"..."

"...Well, if you don't want to—"

"I'll come."

A stroke of unexpected luck had fallen into my lap.

Ch.233 - I'm Going In
"How fortunate that we caught him before he got too far from the camp... haha!!"

"Ah, I see."

"I'm telling you, if it weren't for you, we would have had a serious problem on our hands."

The old man treated me with familiarity, as if we were old acquaintances.

Following him—he introduced himself as Gustang—I had heard quite a lot from him along the way.

About how many criminals were in the detention camp and how many died there,

And how many criminals were transported there each day.

"So what happened was..."

"I apologize, he's not usually this talkative."

"...Haha."

Despite his serious appearance, he was much more talkative than I expected,

And perhaps thinking his behavior was somewhat unseemly, the man accompanying him immediately apologized to me.

A man covered in clanking armor similar to Gustang's.

He was the one who had entrusted a criminal's restraint to a fresh-faced rookie.

"I apologize for the late introduction. You can call me Rubon."

"Ah, yes... Mr. Rubon."

I deliberately didn't ask about his family name.

If he had been a nobleman, he wouldn't be doing this kind of work anyway.

And it would be somewhat ridiculous to question a commoner about whether they were nobility.

"The team leader doesn't usually act this way with just anyone... haha."

"I suppose that means he thinks well of me. It's fine."

"...Thank you for saying so, at least."

Looking at his build, he was practically a bear.

But seeing him up close, he seemed like a very considerate man.

The fact that he entrusted the most important restraint to a rookie suggested he might be a bit careless too.

All in all, I couldn't help thinking he was a man who didn't live up to his size.

We continued making small talk as we headed toward the detention camp, whose location I still didn't know,

And soon I began to see the silhouette of the camp in the distance.

The camp came into view at the point where the surrounding civilian houses abruptly ended,

And indeed, the houses that had continued until just moments ago completely stopped.

Yet we were still quite far from the camp itself.

"...Is the detention camp always located this far away?"

"Ah... yes, well, of course. If incidents like the one earlier were to cause civilian casualties, it would be a serious problem."

"Hmm..."

"What are you two chattering about? We need to file a report, so let's hurry inside!!"

After walking for quite some time, we finally entered the camp, and the interior was...

"...Oh."

It was much cleaner and more organized than I had expected.

It was impossible to imagine this was where all the death row inmates and violent criminals of the empire were gathered.

"Hehe, surprised by how clean it is?"

"Honestly, yes."

"Well, we do work hard to maintain this place."

*Swish swish*

Gustang flicked his mustache proudly,

And his claim about working hard to maintain the place didn't seem to be a lie.

Looking around, I couldn't see anything that appeared old or worn.

Though that didn't mean it was spotlessly clean either.

"..."

"Hmm...? Ah... hahaha!! This is embarrassing."

"...Well, um."

"The two of us... no, three of us now? Anyway, we're just men who don't know how to do much."

Perhaps because it was full of sweaty men,

I noticed clothes strewn about here and there.

Clothes that were visibly soaked with sweat.

It seemed like they were collected to be washed all at once...

But with that amount, they could have just done the laundry already.

I couldn't understand why they were still left out.

*Are they trying to conserve water?*

"So, what business do you have at the detention camp?"

"Pardon?"

"Hmm? Didn't you come along quietly because you had business at the camp?"

If I had business elsewhere, I wouldn't have needed to follow him.

As he continued speaking, a sharpness that hadn't been visible before flashed in his eyes,

And he finally began to show an expression befitting his appearance—serious and stern.

Like an imposing middle-aged gentleman.

"...Did it seem that way?"

"Of course. I thought from the beginning that you weren't an ordinary person."

"..."

"People around here don't even bat an eye when these things happen."

As we continued our conversation, he removed his clanking armor,

And as his muscular body was revealed, an overwhelming smell of sweat wafted out.

While it wasn't particularly unpleasant...

Smelling someone else's sweat was never a pleasant experience,

So my expression automatically twisted slightly.

Seeing my face, he touched his mustache again and looked embarrassed.

"Haha... my, my, I forgot you were here... haha!!"

"No, it's not particularly unpleasant."

"Hehe, never mind the pleasantries! Tell me! Which prisoner did you come to see?!"

"Prisoner... right."

Seeing the wide smile spreading across his face,

I couldn't shake the feeling that he was seriously misunderstanding something.

"Hmm? Didn't you come to see a prisoner?"

"Yes, that's right... well."

I suppose that person would be a prisoner too.

In a way, I couldn't say his assumption about coming to see a prisoner was wrong.

Besides, I didn't have any other approach available to me at the moment.

*Originally, almost half of the people in the detention camp are sold as slaves anyway...*

There shouldn't be any problems if I just go in and out briefly.

And this was a kind of trick too.

A trick to turn someone who seemed useful into an asset for a noble family.

Of course, since they were all confirmed death row inmates, they shouldn't expect to be taken to a good place.

Sometimes, the families of victims would buy the death row inmates who killed their loved ones and torture them until death.

*Well, it's still better than dying, so everyone prefers that method, but...*

The problem was that the price for taking a death row inmate as a slave was astronomical.

It meant keeping alive someone who was supposed to die and using them as your personal slave.

If they didn't at least get that amount of money, they wouldn't be satisfied.

"Well, you brought enough money, right?"

"..."

"Whoever you're trying to save, I hope they're not a violent criminal."

"..."

"If you save a violent criminal, public opinion won't be very favorable."

Thinking about it again, it was a kind of warning.

Since there were violent criminals and death row inmates who had caused a stir in society,

If I chose such a person, I would have to deal with the consequences—a subtle warning.

*I don't think that person is such a violent criminal, though.*

Still, I couldn't help feeling uneasy.

After all, people who end up here aren't likely to be normal.

*Why is that person in a place like this?*

"Well, if you've made your decision, let's go in now."

*Rumble*

Gustang pulled out just one book from the bookshelf filled with numerous volumes.

At the same time, the bookshelf split in two,

Revealing iron bars that had been hidden behind it.

—Hey, aren't you going to open the door?

—Do you know who I am... AAAAARGH!!

Along with sounds that hadn't been audible until now.

***

"Just so you know, the inside is absolute chaos."

I could tell that without needing an explanation.

Even now, the smell of blood was rising from somewhere and stinging my nose.

Along with the terrible smell of vomit and urine.

"Most of the guys in here are like beasts."

No, in some ways, they might be even more hopeless than beasts.

Beasts, if tamed properly, can become excellent companions.

But these people cannot be tamed.

They're always obsessed with something and run wild only to satisfy their desires.

It would be impossible for anyone to tame these people who pursue only their desires.

Even if their desires are fulfilled, they'll soon crave more.

Perhaps confining them like this was the best way to rehabilitate them.

"And most of these guys will probably be hostile toward you."

I'm sure they would be.

To them, an outsider is equivalent to an enemy.

Having lived lives of constant pursuit and being pursued,

I probably look like a young master who grew up in a comfortable place to them.

Especially since I came wearing an Academy uniform.

And because of that, they would want to kill me.

Why does that guy live such a happy life?

Why does that guy live differently from me?

Why does that guy have things I don't have?

I don't intend to criticize jealousy, that ugly human nature.

It's just one face of the human die, after all.

However, if it develops into murderous intent, I can't ignore it.

From that point on, my life is in danger.

"I'll ask one last time... you can wait here if you want."

"I'll go in."

"Good grief... we're just concerned for your safety."

"It's fine. I have the skills to protect myself."

I could feel it without seeing it.

The gazes of those who wanted to kill me or take me hostage to escape this place.

However, I was also someone who had expertise in such matters.

"Let's go in."

Especially in dealing with human scum.

Ch.234 - Do You Know?
BANG BANG BANG—

The sound of multiple hands pounding on iron bars echoed like firecrackers going off.

BANG BANG BANG—
BANG BANG BANG BANG—

These guys were hammering away as if their hands were mallets.

The hands of those who should have been restrained were far more unbound than I'd expected.

According to the man walking ahead of me with a club in his hands...

"We never restrain prisoners here."

"...Why not?"

"To keep their fighting spirit intact."

"..."

"Well, we still make sure they can't escape the facility, of course."

As everyone knows, the Arena was no longer just an execution site but an event no different from a show.

The more cruelly and overwhelmingly one dominated their opponent, the louder the audience cheered.

That was precisely why they never restrained the prisoners.

It would be a tremendous loss if those who needed to show skills beyond their usual capabilities and then be crushed into the ground performed below average due to long-term restraints.

A loss to the victims' families who wanted to see them die brutally.

And a loss to the Arena that made money off them.

"Hey!! Sir Knight, where'd you find that little runt?!"

"Hahaha, I never dreamed our noble knight had such tastes!!"

They made filthy jokes while banging on the walls so hard some fell backward.

Judging by the sound of bones actually breaking in several places, they must have been quite excited.

Excited by the fact that someone had entered this place.

"Hey!! That's a face I haven't seen before!"

"Introduce yourself!! Better yet, strip while you're at it, kuhahaha!!"

"Hmm...? Quite the looker, aren't you?"

"Welcome to the kingdom of trash, kiddo!!!"

Voices boomed loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood.

Contrary to my expectation that most would be sweaty men, the gender ratio of the voices was quite evenly distributed.

If I had to estimate... about 40% women, 60% men.

"Little boy... how did you end up in a place like this?"

"Big sisters will listen to you, why don't you come over here?"

"Kyahahahaha!! How could such a scrawny little kid be a death row prisoner?!"

But these were certainly not the kind of women you'd typically see in marketplaces.

From women exuding seductive voices and lustful auras,

To bronze-skinned women who looked like they could easily overpower most large men.

*She smells of salt... a pirate, perhaps?*

"Huh? What are you staring at?!"

Unlike the other women who acted coquettishly as if wanting more attention,

This one barked at me aggressively even though I hadn't looked at her for more than a few seconds.

She wasn't pounding on the bars like the other prisoners,

But there was no denying her foul temperament.

*Maybe that's why she ended up here.*

Though it might seem trivial to some,

Personality was actually an important factor in this world.

People with nasty attitudes couldn't just let it slide when nobles pushed them around.

Bluntly put, while the class system was supposedly created to establish a clear hierarchy,

In reality, it was just a system created so those at the top could legally harass those below them.

They could slack off on their own duties with peace of mind.

Occasionally beat someone when irritated to relieve stress.

And make it perfectly acceptable to rape any woman they fancied on the street.

Well... perhaps those who first created the class system didn't have such intentions.

Maybe they established it to nurture excellent leaders and elevate their authority,

And ultimately to bring eternal peace to their country.

However, those intentions weren't conveyed to anyone now.

These days, nobles only thought about how to abuse the system.

*Maybe I should place a bet when I go to the Arena.*

Although I hadn't seen her in action yet and couldn't gauge her abilities,

I didn't think I'd lose much if I bet on that woman.

It was obvious at a glance that she was different from the others.

*Just the fact that she doesn't form a group in a place like this...*

Gustang had clearly stated that they never restrained criminals here.

That meant in this gathering of numerous criminals,

Faction fights were inevitable.

*Most were probably subdued by force, but...*

Looking at the women surrounded by numerous men, it didn't seem that way either.

Rather than being subdued by force...

*It's their faces and bodies.*

As I was moving forward slowly, wondering if they wanted to play the femme fatale even in a place like this,

"Hey, are you sure there's someone here you're interested in?"

"Pardon?"

Gustang's low, solemn voice caught my attention.

"As you can see, this is a place even other slave traders avoid."

"..."

"It would be easier to raise a slave child than to educate these guys to make them useful."

Indeed, judging by their behavior so far, that made sense.

Despite being criminals, they showed no fear of the officials.

Instead, they acted even more confidently.

*Have they lost all fear because their deaths are already certain?*

Well... anyone who wasn't a fool would understand what this place meant for them...

But was that really enough to make them act so recklessly?

"..."

"...Why that expression? Is something troubling you?"

"...No, I was just thinking about something I couldn't understand."

It was truly incomprehensible to me.

Surely the pain right in front of them should be more significant than the certain death awaiting them later.

Even though Gustang was just a guard, his abilities were far from ordinary.

There was no way they would station an ordinary guard-level old man in such a dangerous place.

*Well, judging by his earlier behavior, he doesn't seem very reliable.*

"Hey! Are you listening to me?!"

"...Ah, yes?"

"...Sigh, I can tell you weren't listening."

"..."

"...Anyway, unless they're your family's sworn enemy, it wouldn't be a bad idea to look for a different slave."

"Uh..."

"These guys are all rough characters."

Hahahahaha—!!
Who are you calling rough—
Where would you find people as sensitive as us—!!

At that moment.

Perhaps irritated at being called rough characters,

Voices suddenly erupted from all directions as soon as Gustang's words rang out.

Loud enough to shake the entire area.

"Hey, Sir Knight!!
Don't slander us like that!!"

"If you'd open this door,
we'd be happy to show you
just how sensitive we can be!!"

"Kyakyakyak!! Though what follows would be a conversation of bodies!!"

BANG BANG BANG—
BANG BANG BANG BANG—

The facility started to resound wildly again.

It sounded like an entire orc horde on the move.

...No, an orc horde might be preferable.

At least I could kill those bastards myself.

"...All of you, quiet down!"

BANG BANG BANG—

Gustang also started banging on the iron bars with his club,

BANG BANG BANG BANG—
BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG—

But it was insufficient to stop their rampage that had already gained momentum.

There wasn't a trace of hesitation in their eyes.

And fear was even more scarce.

"...Is it always like this here?"

"...Shameful as it is, yes. These guys are the Arena master's property after all."

According to imperial law, death row inmates weren't supposed to be anyone's property, but that was only on paper.

Those in the know probably all understood.

The death row inmates here were merely tools for their gambling games.

And the owner of those tools was the Arena master.

"A mere guard like me can't lay hands on them carelessly."

"..."

"Of course, there's nothing officially wrong with doing so..."

"..."

"But if something happened to a death row inmate and the Arena master lost a bet because of it..."

He lowered his head slightly and avoided my gaze as if he didn't want to say more,

But I already knew the answer.

*...They'd kill him.*

A hunting dog that doesn't follow orders is useless.

Especially if it bares its teeth at its master.

The saying about using someone and then discarding them exists for a reason.

There was no reason to fear a hunting dog whose teeth had all fallen out and couldn't pose a proper threat.

"...Don't worry about me. Just guide me, please."

And that applied to my situation as well.

If it weren't for that person, I wouldn't have had any reason to come here in the first place.

"...If you insist, I can't stop you."

"..."

"Fine, what's the prisoner's name?"

"..."

"...You don't mean to tell me you don't know the name?"

"...I was told they're called the Black Mule... is that not enough?"

Seeing his clearly bewildered expression afterward,

I secretly cursed at how much I disliked that nickname.

Black Mule? Seriously, a mule?

Ch.235 - Treason (1)
"Black Mule?"

"...Yes."

"Um... was the person you're looking for an adventurer?"

"...I'm not sure about that."

"You don't even know who you're looking for?"

"..."

...I wish he wouldn't look at me like that.

I know how absurd my request sounds.

"Asking me to find someone with just a nickname... good grief."

"..."

"...Well, since we've had quite a day already, I'll look into it..."

He said not to get my hopes up as he walked past me toward the exit, and I followed him out of the detention center.

There must be more than one detention center around here anyway.

*I should at least give him some time to search...*

- That kid is looking for him?
- ...He looks young. Is this some new way to commit suicide?
- What the hell are you all talking about?

"...?"

I continued to ignore the voices around me as I followed behind him, but before long, I had to stop in my tracks.

- What did that kid just say?
- Didn't he clearly say "Black Mule"?
- Shit, why is that name coming up here?
- W-wait, where are you—hey, someone stop him!!

"Kid."

"...Are you talking to me?"

"Yes, who else here is a kid?"

Suddenly, a hand reached out through the iron bars.

The skin was tanned, and I couldn't make out the face hidden in the shadows.

Fortunately, I recognized the owner of this hand.

*What the hell are you looking at?*

It was that woman who had cursed at me earlier.

She was quite memorable since it was the first time someone had given me the middle finger upon first meeting.

*Even when I was a Delinquent, I never received such harsh insults...*

Crunch—

Perhaps thinking I was hesitating to answer, her grip began to tighten around me.

From her unusual reaction, I could sense something.

This was an excessive response for someone who had merely heard a name once.

*...This person seems more famous than I thought.*

Come to think of it, the person who introduced him to me was Duke Charlotte.

It would be stranger if someone recommended by a duke wasn't famous.

Of course, I hadn't expected such a person to be in the Arena.

*...Does this woman know something about him?*

If that was true, I wouldn't need to search elsewhere.

Information sources were right here in front of me.

"Hey, kid... why are you looking for that person?!"

"Do you know him?"

"What the... shit, you little brat, you should answer adults first...!!"

With those words, a man suddenly grabbed my collar.

Though from her perspective she'd lost her conversation partner, she didn't try to stop him, suggesting they were working together.

*...They didn't seem to be allies earlier.*

"Hehe, little one... are you scared of this elder? Huh?"

Now the man was openly tapping my cheek to mock me.

Setting aside his tone, the smile on his face was extremely irritating.

That face, smiling as if he could subdue someone like me anytime—

It seemed like he wasn't just looking down on me but completely dismissing me.

And all he could do was grab my collar and lift me up.

"That's enough. Let go of him."

For a moment I considered breaking his arm,

But unfortunately, before I could, Gustang stepped in to stop him,

And suddenly a club came down hard on the hand gripping my collar.

Thud—

"Hehe... old man, I told you not to interfere, didn't I?"

Despite the clear warning from the club,

The man's grip still wouldn't release my collar.

Looking at him, Gustang lowered his head and let out a deep sigh.

"Stop fooling around and put him down now."

"...That's not going to—"

CRACK—

"AAAAARGH!!!"

"I told you to put him down, didn't I?"

Oh, I didn't expect him to hit that hard.

Thud—

The man finally released his grip with the sound of breaking bone.

They clearly knew each other by the way they addressed one another,

Yet that strike came without a moment's hesitation.

*He seems to be a man dedicated to his duty.*

Just as my opinion of Gustang improved slightly,

The expression of the man screaming while clutching his hand twisted like that of an evil spirit.

"You crazy old man!! What the hell are you doing?!"

"I'm just preventing a prisoner from harming a civilian."

The man who'd been struck on the arm protested vehemently at the absurdity,

But thanks to that, I was able to free myself without using any strength.

As I slowly calmed my irritation and dusted off my clothes,

A voice I couldn't possibly ignore followed.

"Civilian...? You're calling someone looking for the Black Mule a civilian?!"

"...Hmm? This young man is certainly a civilian—"

"Kahahah! Old man... that level of bullshit is a disease!"

The shout that emerged as if he were vomiting stomach acid—

If this was an act, he was too talented to be locked up in a place like this.

He could have become a successful theater actor outside.

The man's face turned red as he raged wildly,

And I wasn't the only one who felt uncomfortable with his dramatic reaction.

I wasn't alone here, after all.

"Someone looking for that bastard can't possibly be a civilian, right?!"

"...What exactly is this Black Mule that you're making such a fuss about?"

Gustang's mustache quivered.

It was a sign of confusion I had never seen from him before.

***

Long ago, a war broke out in the west.

The cause was always the same.

The invasion of demons... no, the invasion of countless demons.

At the westernmost edge, there was always war.

Blood splattered, flesh torn apart.

It took less than thirty minutes for blades to become dull with blood and flesh,

And friends who had been laughing and chatting just five minutes earlier would be carried back as cold corpses.

To outsiders, it might have seemed like a nauseating sight,

But the soldiers who endured there never showed any sign of being shaken.

For them, this was daily life.

Perhaps it was natural for those who always carried their wills in their hearts.

Not knowing when they would die or be killed.

Such a harsh and precarious life.

"Hey, how many demon heads did you guys take this time?"

"I think I got about twenty so far, sir."

"Heh heh... that's why you're still a rookie..."

"Urgh... I'll get more next time!!"

"Sure, a bet's a bet, so make sure you clean my helmet thoroughly, okay?"

"Grrrr!!"

As time passed,

They had developed to the point where even demons could be considered prey.

The experience of countless battles had made it possible.

"AAAAARGH!!!!"

"C-Captain!!"

"Run... quickly report this... AAAAH!!"

However, the consequences of that complacency were never light.

"...Huh?"

"What's wrong? Are supplies finally arriving?"

"No... it's not that..."

Outside the fortress walls, demons began to gather.

At first, one, two, three...

Though not a negligible size, they were few in number.

So few that there was no need to report to superiors,

A number that seemed to deliberately invite complacency.

"...Shit, what kind of trouble is this in my final years?"

"...Should we handle it ourselves?"

"Yeah, you should be able to manage that much."

"Yes, sir!!"

And not long after, the walls were dyed crimson.

Horde? Swarm? Army? Mass?

No word could adequately describe the number of demons that suddenly swarmed in.

"C-Commander, a new gate has... AAAAH!!!"

With that abruptly cut-off death cry as a signal, the war began.

A war so massive that the Empire would later call it the Second Great Demon Invasion.

***

"...Did you really waste all this time just to tell me something I already know?"

Of course, this would be old news to Gustang who knew everything,

But to me, it was quite an intriguing story.

I had been curious about why the west had become so desolate.

I was also curious about the extreme wealth disparity, but well...

*The higher-ups probably took everything, including the shares of those below them.*

The reason was so obvious that I didn't bother to dwell on it.

In that wartime situation, those who could grab everything and flee would be the wealthy ones.

"Listen to the end, old man. The war isn't what I want to talk about."

"...Look, Bill, even though we've been here together for quite some time, I can't give you special treatment—"

"THAT BASTARD!!!!"

Once again, a sudden shout rang out,

And its source was none other than that same man.

Now pushing his face through the iron bars with desperate intensity—

Though he was merely telling a story, his eyes were bloodshot.

As if he might shed tears of blood at any moment.

"Do you know why that bastard came here?!"

"...How would I know? I just heard the name for the first time today."

"Ha... that's why you're so calm... huh?!"

"..."

"Listen well... that bastard..."

He killed his fellow knights.
Knights who fought alongside him on the front lines.

Treason and rebellion!!

Ch.236 - Treason (2)
The crime of treason.

Simply put, it's the charge of attempting to overthrow the royal dynasty through rebellion or coup.

In this place where legitimate imperial bloodlines exist, the severity of treason is considered among the worst possible crimes.

Even matters that might be overlooked in my original world would be labeled as treachery and punished severely.

Even a child's slip of the tongue wouldn't be forgiven.

*Children should be forgiven, but they absolutely weren't...*

That's why I couldn't believe what the man had just said.

It wasn't easy to believe that a knight who had been fighting on the battlefield would plot treason.

This empire treats disrespect toward the imperial family more harshly than anything else.

And treason is the ultimate disrespect toward the imperial family.

After all, treason itself implies that the noble imperial family members are not fit to rule this empire.

"...This person was a knight?"

And the culprit was a knight who had sworn loyalty to the imperial family.

Even the most outrageous drama wouldn't be this absurd.

I knew what the imperial family meant to knights who served them, which made it even more unbelievable.

"Yes, damn it!! That bastard betrayed everyone!!"

"...So, you attacked this guy just for that?"

"...Huh? Isn't that obvious? Someone looking for a traitor like him couldn't possibly be an ignorant civilian!!"

I wasn't sure if he thought I was associated with that person, but this man clearly harbored significant resentment toward him.

*Well, he did know suspiciously detailed information about what happened back then.*

Indeed, his testimony was incredibly vivid.

The sensation of blood splattering, and even the final expression he claimed to have witnessed.

These were details that could only be expressed by someone who was actually there,

And his anger didn't seem fake at all.

It was a literal expression of murderous intent—he wanted to tear that person apart with his own hands.

Gustan must have felt that his words were likely true, as he wasn't pressing him unnecessarily.

Though it didn't seem like he was going to let this situation slide either.

"...I don't know what you're misunderstanding, but this friend here is definitely a civilian."

"...You're still saying that?! Old man, you're clearly being deceived—"

"Excuse me."

He pointed at my clothes with the club he was holding,

And because of that, the gazes of everyone around turned toward me.

"Look carefully at those clothes."

"...What about them?! Are you telling me to admire fancy clothes and be jealous?"

"...Sigh, don't tell me you don't recognize the Academy uniform?"

"...Academy?"

He didn't seem to have been imprisoned in the detention center for too long,

Fortunately, the man appeared to know something about the Academy.

At the same time, Gustan's mustache twitched once more.

*...So he knew I was an Academy student.*

Well, a security guard managing a detention center wouldn't casually bring outsiders inside.

Unless that person was wearing an Academy uniform, which is difficult to forge and mainly worn by noble children.

"Yesterday, I received several calls from higher-ups."

"..."

"They said some Academy students would be coming here for a field trip."

"..."

"So, partly out of gratitude, I brought them in for a brief tour, but..."

What happens to my reputation if you act like this?

Woooong—

His voice became increasingly solemn, and soon a blue energy enveloped his club.

Yes, the energy commonly known as mana.

"..."

For a man who was merely a security guard in a place like this,

To actually be skilled enough to channel mana into a club rather than a sword.

Only then did I understand why such a vast place was managed by just a few people including him.

He must be confident in his ability to subdue any unexpected incidents.

Even if he couldn't, he could at least buy time.

It was somewhat puzzling that a man who could join the knights in the capital was working as a security guard here,

But anyway, I was currently benefiting greatly from his presence.

As soon as everyone saw the mana swirling around his club, their mouths snapped shut.

Even the man who had been shouting loudly until just now.

He was deliberately avoiding eye contact, looking exactly like a frightened cat.

"If you have nothing more to say, hurry up and apologize."

"Wh...what?!"

"I said, apologize."

"Y-you crazy old man, me? To this brat?!"

"Yes, is that a problem?"

"M-me, known as 'Bill the Explosive,' apologize to this kid?!"

"...Aren't you embarrassed?"

The man continued to make various elaborate excuses after that,

But Gustan didn't seem willing to back down over something so trivial.

Finally, unable to watch any longer, I decided to intervene in their argument.

*I never wanted an apology in the first place, so what's the point of all this...*

Of course, I was still displeased about being grabbed by the collar so suddenly,

But with his execution already confirmed, there was no need to take action.

I didn't want to waste this much time over something so trivial.

Besides, my group members would probably start looking for me soon, so I needed to get back quickly.

"That person?"

"...What?"

His eyes widened in surprise, probably not expecting me to interject.

Ignoring Gustan's equally bewildered gaze,

I immediately continued the conversation I hadn't finished.

"That person, where is he now?"

"..."

"Since you know so much about that person... I thought you might know."

***

Step, step—

To get straight to the point, I gained almost nothing.

It was a mistake to think that a mere prisoner would have much information,

As he literally knew nothing except for a tiny bit of information.

"Yet he harbors such anger... interesting."

By now, I was genuinely curious about what had happened back then.

That wasn't the kind of hatred an ordinary person would have.

Even the people around him seemed to share similar sentiments.

*...Did his family die before his eyes?*

If that were the case, I could understand.

There's nothing more difficult than keeping your family safe during wartime.

Besides, that person essentially made the war more chaotic.

"Well, he said he'd look into it for me anyway..."

With Gustan's abilities, he'd probably know by tomorrow.

There aren't that many large detention centers like this anyway.

"I should head back now."

Tap, tap, tap, tap—

I had told Beluga before falling that I would be doing individual activities,

But even considering that, it was quite late now.

The surroundings had already grown dark, turning the streets into an ominous place,

With all citizens relying on the few scattered lights.

At least I was accustomed to darkness...

"Kyaaaah?!"

"Pickpocket!!!"

"H-hey, stop right there?!"

There was a high possibility of getting caught up in crime.

Darkness has always been a sanctuary for criminals.

Nimble figures weaved through the crowds,

Hands with ill intentions toyed with others and stole their possessions.

And those with murderous intent were even worse.

"Especially in a place with such poor security..."

Of course criminals would run rampant.

There was no one to stop them, and no one who could stop them.

At least here, there seemed to be fewer instances of people stealing from each other since most were poor...

But one should always remain vigilant.

Who knows?

A famous nouveau riche might be passing through this street.

Well, if that happened, they would become everyone's target...

I had no intention of helping unless I got involved.

And rich people wouldn't want to stay in such a shabby place even for a day...

"...Ah, right."

Those guys were here.

The daughter of the current Duke's family and the eldest son of the Marquis,

And the Princess of the Elves.

Plus the Academy uniforms that only the wealthy could afford.

"..."

I needed to quicken my pace.

***

Grrrrrk—

An unpleasant sound like metal scraping against metal echoed through the iron bars,

Crunch—
Crunch—

The sound of something hard being bitten also reverberated loudly.

Grrrrrk—
Grrrrrk—

And that.

Crunch—

For an incredibly.

Crunch—
Crunch—

Long time.

"...Sigh, why are these things so noisy?"

"Don't know, they keep crying whenever I see them."

"No... why did they bring such magical beasts here?"

"Who knows? Besides, I'm not someone who raises bugs...!"

"...Tsk, but you have to do it when told. It's an order from the Arena master, damn it."

"They look so fucking ugly too... ugh."

"Hey, where are you going?!"

"Bathroom, going to the bathroom."

"...Oh, alright."

Grrrrrk—
Crunch—

"...Ah, I need to step out for a bit too. It's too noisy in here..."

Grrrrrk—

Dark eyes were watching for an opportunity.

Silently, in the darkness, where no one could see.

Ch.237 - This Kid Just Got Exposed.
The darkness-filled surroundings and the streets full of people's shouts.

It was a chaotic situation that seemed unbelievable compared to how ordinary the street had appeared just moments ago.

Cries of "Thief!!" echoed around the area,

And from that back alley, the sounds of people squabbling could be heard.

Bumping into someone's shoulder as you passed by seemed to be of little concern.

In fact, none of the people seemed excessively alarmed by any of this.

As if all these things were familiar to them.

"Hey there, customer, would you like to buy this? I'll give you a good price."

"...What is this?"

"It's a specialty from the west, a fruit called 'water fruit.'"

"..."

"It's very delicious when you try it, you know?"

—Let go of me!

—What makes you think you can act so cocky, you crazy bastard?!

—Kyaaaah!!

Ignoring all the noise around me, I stared at the man trying to sell me something with an incredulous look.

Since I was already here, I decided to ask him about some things I was curious about.

Why the security in this street was so poor,

Whether the lord of this place was aware of this fact,

And if anything unusual had been happening at the Arena lately, among other things.

Most of these questions would be difficult for anyone but an insider to answer,

But I didn't mind if he couldn't give me definite answers.

I hadn't expected much to begin with,

And even just information heard from the mouths of people passing through this street would be enough.

"Hmm? You're asking if I've noticed anything strange lately?"

"Yes, even if it's something trivial, I'd appreciate it if you could tell me."

"Hmmmm... well, first, would you buy this?"

"...How much is it?"

"It's usually 8 copper coins each... but with the information, 1 silver. What do you think?"

Despite saying he'd give me a good price just moments ago, he was actually raising the price.

Perhaps he thought his information was absolutely necessary to me,

His smug confidence was quite irritating to look at.

I almost punched him right then and there.

"...Sigh, fine. But if it's useless..."

"Then I'll just take the price of the fruit!"

"...Alright, let's do that."

Seeing the look in his eyes that said he'd take the fruit payment no matter what, I reluctantly nodded,

And his expression, which had been smiling all along, began to change rapidly as soon as I placed the money in his hand.

From an unreadable expression to one that seemed to say "what a windfall."

Clink, clink—

Despite their small size, the silver coins felt quite heavy,

The weight was still unfamiliar to me, who was used to 100 won or 500 won coins.

*It's a shame to spend this, but I can earn this much anytime.*

I immediately flicked my thumb and tossed him a silver coin,

He snatched it with a gesture like catching a bug and quickly hid it behind his back.

"Now then... what are you curious about, my young customer?"

"..."

As he approached, rubbing his hands together like some scheming official after receiving the money.

I wondered if he could really be trusted as suspicion crept into my mind,

But most of the information he had was probably just rumors anyway, so... well.

*I never expected it to be reliable information from the start.*

He was just a merchant, not someone from an information guild or an information broker.

I needed to act with the possibility in mind that the information he provided could be false.

Even if others vouched for the accuracy of his words.

*I guess I'll ask about what I'm most curious about first.*

"...Customer?"

"The Arena..."

"...Hmm?"

"Have there been any strange rumors about the Arena recently?"

***

"Why are you so late, Baron Jenison!!"

"I had some business outside... gack...!"

"Do you know how difficult it's been for me while you were gone...!!"

"W-wait, first let me go... argh...!"

Upon returning to the lodging, what greeted me was...

None other than Beluga's deep and powerful embrace with all his might.

Thanks to that, both my arms immediately turned into limp rags.

*At least it's better than having my ribs crushed...*

With my arms already thoroughly squeezed,

I finally managed to pry him off me.

If it had been a beautiful woman embracing me, I might have welcomed it...

But having a muscular man clinging to me while looking vulnerable was not a pleasant sight.

At least I wasn't the type of man with such preferences.

Throughout my many lives, I had never once been attracted to men.

Even during that one time when I was reincarnated as a woman.

Abandoning one's gender identity was much harder than I had thought.

"Ahem... ahem..."

"...If you've calmed down, please let go of me."

"A-alright."

After pouring out his grievances to me for quite some time,

Beluga finally seemed to calm down a bit and began to loosen his grip.

Only then could I free myself from his bulging muscles.

Well, to be honest, it wasn't that I couldn't have escaped if I wanted to...

*My reputation among the nobles is already bad enough...*

If I had forced my way out, he would inevitably have been hurt.

And I would have been labeled as someone who injured the eldest son of a marquis family.

With all the rumors already plaguing me in the current situation,

I had no desire to add the label of someone who beats people up during the final evaluation.

"...So, why are you suddenly acting like this?"

"..."

"I don't think those two would have bullied you."

One was a grand duchess from one of the four great families,

And the other was the Princess of the Elves.

People who had more to lose than gain by bullying others,

And they wouldn't have gotten anything particular by bullying him anyway.

Whatever they wanted, they could have easily obtained it.

"...It's not exactly that they bullied me!"

"...?"

"Please don't misunderstand!!"

"...What are you talking about?"

"To be precise, it seems to be because of you rather than me!!"

"...?"

What nonsense.

***

The eldest son of Marquis Ron's family, Beluga Ron.

He had always been strong since childhood.

Born with good physique, natural stamina, and a desire for strength.

His strength became increasingly well-known as he grew up,

And eventually, he proudly secured a place in Class A at the Academy.

His parents had told him not to neglect his studies...

But he didn't care much about such things.

His younger sibling more than made up for his lack of knowledge.

*Besides!! I'm not suited for the position of family head anyway!!*

It was a statement that would have shocked others if they heard it,

But he truly had little interest in becoming the family head.

The position of family head meant leading people,

And he knew better than anyone that he lacked such leadership qualities.

*I can't make others suffer just to fulfill my own desires!!*

In fact, he had sacrificed many things for others.

Sometimes for the servants who attended to him.

Sometimes for the territory's residents who bowed to him.

Sometimes for innocent children who didn't know any better.

He had given up many things and bestowed generosity upon them,

And because he had maintained that mindset all along, he dreamed of becoming a knight.

With the determination that he would someday become a knight.

"..."

"..."

"...So."

And for someone like him.

"Jenison... went out?"

"...That's right!"

"Do you know when he left?"

"Just... a moment ago, I believe, Grand Duchess!"

Relationships with women were among the most complicated things.

Until now, no woman had ever approached him with his bulging muscles and fierce appearance.

This was also the first time he had truly held feelings for a woman.

*...Beluga Ron.*

*Yes! Father!!*

*...When you find a woman you want to marry, make sure to bring her to me.*

*May I ask why?!*

*...I should at least apologize.*

*What?!*

*...Never mind. If you find her, don't let her go.*

He knew it would be difficult.

Given her status.

*...Princess of the Elves, this will be challenging...!*

But he absolutely didn't want to let her go.

Many women had courted him for his status before,

But she was the first to stir his heart like this.

*I know she's beyond my station... but still!!*

First, he would try his best.

And if it didn't work out, he would give up cleanly.

Giving up without even trying would be too shameful.

The voice kept echoing in his head,

And the person who woke him from his reverie was none other than Grand Duchess Isabella.

"Focus, Beluga Ron."

"...Ah! I apologize, I was lost in thought!!"

"...So you don't know where he went?"

"That's right! He left without saying anything!!"

"...I understand. I'll go back inside first then."

Isabella, who suddenly seemed to have lost her energy,

He couldn't help but worry about her, but at the same time, a thought crossed his mind.

If things continued like this, only he and she would remain at this inn.

"...Hmm, then perhaps Princess Silvia...!"

"Ah, I'll be going back to my room as well."

"...Huh?"

"Good night to you, Lord Ron."

"..."

And so he sat alone for a long time, waiting for Jenison to return.

***

"That's what happened!!"

"...I see."

"I had no one to talk to, and it was so boring I thought I'd die!!"

"..."

"I wanted to train, but the place..."

*...What should I do.*

I think he just got rejected.

Ch.238 - At That Moment, The Others
After that, Beluga continued to vent his grievances to me for quite some time, and I had no choice but to silently listen to all his complaints.

Whenever I showed any sign of trying to escape, his thick arms would appear like magic to block my path.

I don't understand why he only uses those impressive reflexes in situations like this.

If he just applied them where others normally do, he'd advance in life without any trouble.

Tap, tap—

Only after patting his back a few times was I finally able to break free from his embrace.

The last expression I saw on his face was surprisingly timid, completely mismatched with his large build.

Well, not that I felt particularly inclined to comfort him.

*I don't need to be comforting large muscular men...*

Since I had no hobby of touching men's muscles while consoling them, I asked the dejected giant where my room was.

"..."

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"...No, I just realized something...!"

For a brief moment, his eyes seemed to flash with contempt.

***

Meanwhile, at that same hour when darkness had settled deeply, the darkness came equally to other Academy students as well.

Even if they were in completely different continents.

"Haa... haa..."

"Saintess, are you alright?"

"Haa... yes, I think I can go a little further...!"

Obviously, not all Academy students had headed to the Arena.

The final evaluation wasn't held only at the Arena, after all.

"If I'd known it would be this difficult, I would have gone somewhere else..."

"...I'm sorry, I insisted on coming here..."

"N-no, I'm not blaming you, Saintess...!!"

"That's right!! How could we blame the Saintess's noble intentions!!"

But going elsewhere wouldn't have made the evaluation any easier.

The reason students avoided the Arena wasn't because it was harder to score well there.

In terms of difficulty alone, the Arena was actually more advantageous for getting good grades.

Unlike other locations, there wasn't much to investigate there.

No need to record strange vegetation or document the forms of magical beasts that appeared.

No dealing with humid and cold climates, or scorching sunlight beating down all day.

They wouldn't be affected much by such natural environments.

After all, the Arena was still a place where people lived.

"Haa... I... haa..."

"This won't do. We need to stop exploring for today."

"Yes, that seems best."

Even though there might be more criminals and poorer security, it was still easier to adapt to than a forest full of magical beasts like this one.

They wouldn't have had to walk these unpaved paths with such difficulty either.

"I'm... really... fine... haa..."

"Saintess, I'm worried you'll harm your body if you continue."

"That's right, I think we should stop exploring here for today."

"But... you all came here because of me..."

"It's fine, Saintess. Honestly, we're all moved by your thoughtfulness!!"

"Ah... um..."

The Saintess, Hildegard.

Beloved by all, she currently found the goodwill directed at her somewhat uncomfortable.

This was an evaluation with clear criteria and a set timeframe, after all.

"If your grades suffer because of me..."

"It's fine!"

"How could something like that be more important than you, Saintess?!"

Inexplicable goodwill, unlimited admiration.

Things she would have gladly accepted before now somehow felt uncomfortable to her.

More precisely, since that time she met the Goddess and learned the whole truth.

*I really...*

"Well then, let's find a place to rest..."

"What? Wait a moment...!!"

Her teammates were being considerate of her exhaustion.

They were excellent teammates despite being hastily assembled, but in her heart, she wanted to stop them.

As mentioned, this was an evaluation.

The professors could be watching them with magic from somewhere, and she didn't want to use her holy power just for her own comfort.

In reality, she was the only one among them who could use holy magic.

*Of course, using a little wouldn't deplete my holy power...*

But the variable of "what if" always existed.

Just recently, hadn't she used the church's sacred artifact against that strange masked person?

*These people are here because I brought them... I need to take responsibility...!*

Moreover, the place where she was now was the center of what was commonly called the Forest of Demons.

It was a place where one could fall into danger the moment they let their guard down.

*Even if magical beasts are scarce here...*

"Saintess?"

"Ah... yes?!"

"We've all agreed to stop here for today... is that alright with you?"

"You really don't have to..."

"It's fine, Saintess...!!"

"What good are grades if the Saintess gets hurt trying to earn them?!"

The two male students who had volunteered to be in her group from the Academy...

She had chosen them because they seemed more diligent and had a good energy about them...

But they turned out to be much more zealous than she had expected.

Almost to the point where she felt bad for having chosen them so casually.

"I... um..."

"So... what are we doing? Are we resting?"

"...?!"

At that moment, as she watched the male students arbitrarily deciding on a resting place, a very sweet voice reached her ears.

Swoosh—

Instinctively, the Saintess began channeling holy power into her hands, but upon seeing the owner of the voice, she quickly withdrew it.

She was none other than one of the teammates who had come here with her.

"...Ah, Miss Sino... you're back."

"I've been back for a while now!"

Shaking her pink hair and smiling cheerfully, Sino Charlotte.

People said she had connections to the dark underworld...

*She doesn't look like that to me...?*

The impression Hildegard had of Sino Charlotte was not one of suspicion, but rather of an age-appropriate innocence.

Otherwise, she couldn't smile so brightly like that.

"M-Miss Sino... hahaha."

"Have... have you finished scouting?"

"Huh? I finished that ages ago!!"

The male students seemed somewhat wary of her, but at least she had completed all her tasks.

And perfectly, without any flaws.

"I set some traps over here and here too."

"Ooh..."

"And this is the head of a magical beast I caught earlier..."

"W-wait! Don't bring that so close...!!"

She had always volunteered to rush out first whenever magical beasts were sensed nearby, and she never neglected her scouting duties.

Of course, it would be dangerous if they were ambushed while she was away...

"There, two magical beasts."

"I understand, Miss Sino."

BOOM—

But with a skilled magician present, that's a different story.

"As expected of the Imperial Princess!! The forest is going to disappear completely!"

"Y-Your Highness, that's not how you should address the Princess..."

"It's fine, Young Master Marcus."

"P-pardon?"

"Sino and I have played together since we were children."

The Imperial Princess, Kiana Frabel.

Surprisingly, she was also in the same group as the Saintess.

And she was an incredibly capable teammate.

Even the combined abilities of the other two male students would clearly be inferior to hers.

She was one of the students at the Academy whose future was highly anticipated.

"It's really reassuring to have the Imperial Princess with us..."

"What? Haha... ha... you flatter me..."

"Now we just need a place to rest...!!"

"It seems we don't have a suitable place to rest... shall I make one?"

"P-Princess? You don't have to...!!"

"No, the Saintess is tired, how could we not?"

Please wait a moment.

With those words that she barely heard, a stream of light followed.

It was just a fleeting moment.

Until a massive tree trunk completely rose up in front of her, the Princess.

RUMBLE—

With a sound like an earthquake, the rising tree trunk grew to resemble a baobab tree, and it had a bright blue color that didn't match the dark plants around it at all.

Like plants that grow by absorbing mana.

"Let's go in."

"G-go in? Where...?"

"Here."

Knock, knock—

The Princess then naturally tapped the surface of the tree trunk a couple of times, and simultaneously, several roots began to grow from just below the tree trunk.

Crack—

"Eek!"

"P-Princess?!"

"What are you doing...!!"

Several tentacle-like roots began to wrap around the bodies of everyone present, including the Princess, and with the terrified screams of a few as a signal, they began to rise high into the sky once more.

"P-Princess, what is this...?!"

"Just stay still. There's an entrance at the top of that tree."

"...What?"

"This is actually a house, despite how it looks. So today, let's go inside and rest."

"...Ah, yes... understood."

"Hehehe, this is fun!"

It would have been unimaginable for others, but since it was happening right before their eyes, no one could deny it.

Of course, no one denied that this was an incredibly difficult feat.

*Well, that person might be able to do it too.*

She thought of the only boy who had made the impossible possible.

The boy who had defeated a Demonic human alone, and who could no longer be called a disgrace.

*Come to think of it, he seems to be hanging around Lady Charlotte a lot lately...*

She felt she should ask what was going on.

***

And not long after that, the boy who occupied the mind of a pure white maiden finally met him.

"...So you've come, kid?"

The rough Black Mule of the wilderness.

Ch.239 - Reinhardt's Old Man
Human nature is evil.

The theory of innate human evil has existed since ancient times.

Though not as clearly researched as in the 21st century, this theory exists in this world too.

It wasn't organized into academic papers, but rather studied through religious frameworks.

"Human nature is absolutely evil, everyone!! That's an undeniable fact!!"

"But don't worry, Mother has sent us to save you!!"

"Everyone must abandon worldly attachments and follow us to receive salvation!!"

The first to advocate this theory of innate evil were priests of the religious order.

It began with them shouting in the streets without warning.

Naturally, people found this unfamiliar claim absurd.

Religious groups typically attracted followers with pleasant words.

No matter how nicely packaged, people wouldn't accept being told they were inherently evil.

"What are you saying? Aren't you priests?!"

"Using the Goddess's name to say such things... have you no shame?!"

"The Goddess will punish you severely...!!!"

While most people rejected their views, some "intelligent beings" agreed with them.

These beings, though possessing intelligence, were no longer human and had no remaining awareness of their human origins.

They even felt ashamed of their time as humans.

"...But sometimes I wonder."

It can't be helped, we were once human too.

No matter how much we want to deny that past, it can never be changed.

Even if we've forgotten human thought patterns, behaviors, and social concepts.

We once resembled those creatures we now despise.

That's why, occasionally, I think:

"Are humans truly evil enough to deserve extinction?"

About the most important and certain contradiction.

"...I must be going mad, having thoughts that go against Mother's will."

And here of all places, where everyone will soon gather.

Fearing someone might be listening, he held back his remaining thoughts,

And disappeared completely into the darkness.

Leaving not even the faintest scent behind.

***

"...To think all these guys would gather like this, the sun must be rising in the west tomorrow."

A thick, sticky voice emerged from the lightless darkness.

A voice so chilling that small animals would faint just hearing it.

"Old man, have you lost your mind? Three people haven't arrived yet!"

And simultaneously, a boisterous voice from the side,

A voice with a hint of anger, mostly directed at the world itself,

A voice truly befitting [Wrath].

"No, everyone is here."

"...Huh? What nonsense! Explain properly!!"

"Those two have returned to Mother's embrace."

"..."

In the direction the dark shadow pointed, there were two empty seats,

With backrests labeled [Gula] and [Invidia].

Not their real names, but the names of sins.

That alone was enough to represent them without dissonance.

After all, to them now, their sin names were essentially their identities.

"...You're talking nonsense, old man?"

"It's hard to believe, but it's true."

"...Not just one, but two of them died? In a place like this?!"

[Wrath]'s anger was understandable.

They had followed Mother out of hatred for humans and abandoned their human names.

No one foolish enough to misunderstand what that meant would be present here.

"No matter how incompetent they were, they shouldn't have died in a place like this!"

"..."

"Say something in response, old maaaaaaan!!!!!"

Abandoning one's human name.

They had desired to shed their human shell even at the cost of their identity.

Naturally, the power granted to them was on a different level,

A strength incomparable to anything in this world except perhaps dragons,

And dragon-level beings were extremely rare on this continent.

They needed power that could kill a person with just a gesture.

By their calculations, there were at most five such beings in the current empire.

"Those guys weren't brainless, were they?!"

"...That's right."

"They weren't stupid enough to misjudge the difference in capabilities, were theeeeey?!"

"That's right."

As [Wrath] said, those who had been reduced to scattered ashes weren't that foolish.

They could easily distinguish the difference in capabilities between themselves and opponents.

[Envy] especially would have fled long ago if he saw no chance of winning.

Unlike [Greed], he wouldn't recklessly charge at an opponent just for what they possessed.

"But they died so easily?!"

"...Uncle, please calm...down."

"How can I calm down?! There are those who died as they pleased, ignoring Mother's wishes!!!"

WHOOSH—

Despite [Sloth]'s attempt to pacify him, [Wrath]'s rage showed no signs of subsiding.

The rapidly rising temperature around them was proof of that.

Well, if he could be calmed so easily, his name wouldn't be [Wrath].

"And!! Why isn't that woman coming?!!"

"...She cannot come here yet."

"What?!"

"She hasn't retrieved Mother's body yet."

"...Crazy woman."

WHOOOOSH—

At that moment, though [Wrath]'s voice began to subside, the temperature around them rose frantically,

And simultaneously, a dark shadow once again enveloped the meeting hall.

Like a black blanket.

"She's supposed to be retrieving Mother's body!!!! But she's playing with those pigs instead?!! Huh?!!!!"

"...Calm down, it's not what you're thinking."

"Stop talking nonsense!!!"

Thanks to the darkness covering the hall, the temperature dropped significantly compared to before,

But unless the source was removed, the temperature would clearly continue to rise.

Just as running an air conditioner in summer doesn't lower the outside temperature.

It was merely a temporary measure.

A slight escape from reality to forget the immediate situation.

"...Do you not trust her?"

"Huh?! Then do you trust her?! That sex-crazed lunatic?!!!"

"...No, I don't trust her."

"Right, I knew you'd say that...huh?!"

"That's why I was about to send an assistant."

"...Assistant?"

"Yes, someone who won't openly intervene but will help her behind the scenes."

"..."

"Besides, her abilities aren't specialized for direct combat."

She'll need someone to supplement her military power.

The darkness smiled sinisterly.

***

"So where exactly did you go yesterday..."

"...I really had business to attend to."

"Hmm!! Since you say so, I won't press further..!!"

While being questioned about last night's events,

Thanks to our reliable tank, Beluga, I was able to divert their attention for a moment.

And I wasn't foolish enough to miss that opportunity.

"...I'll go ahead and ask about today's schedule."

"Huh? There's no need for that..."

"Yes, we should just go together..."

"Hmm!! The spirit of taking initiative!! Thank you very much, Baron Jenison!!"

So while secretly thanking Beluga in my heart, I began to walk faster,

And as their faces gradually receded from view, my pace slowly decreased.

After all, my current goal was to get away from them,

Not to secure a good spot at the Arena in advance.

'If I'm just observing and investigating, there's no need to pay extra for a good seat anyway...'

Besides, my mind was currently in quite a complicated state.

Because of the information I bought from that merchant yesterday.

'If what that merchant said is true...'

Though I strongly hope it isn't, if everything really unfolds according to that merchant's information...

I'll have no choice but to drastically revise my plans.

Unless I'm willing to turn this entire place against me just to meet someone whose name and face I don't know.

'Come to think of it... isn't this territory under Duchess Charlotte?'

I believe most western territories are...

Of course, even so, I can't include that variable in my plans.

No matter what personal relationship he might have with me, he wouldn't allow harm to come to his territory.

That's what any proper duke and leader would do.

'The strange one would be the person who criticizes that.'

As I walked with these pointless thoughts,

The building I saw yesterday gradually came into view again.

"No... are you saying you can't even do this?"

"Oh dear customer... this is difficult..."

"You know, you might get into serious trouble this way..."

And as I opened the cracked wooden door, what entered my sight was,

A suspicious old man wearing a glass eye.

An old man I had never seen before.

"I'm telling you I'm a member of the Reinhardt family?!"

Yet an old man who was invoking the Reinhardt family name.

Ch.240 - The Dueling Ground At The Western Edge
The Reinhardt family nameplate,
It was a small silver piece engraved with the Reinhardt family seal.

Those who possessed it were recognized as guests of the Reinhardt family, a kind of token.

Contrary to what most people thought,
it wasn't something easily obtained.

Only a select few within the Reinhardt family could issue one.

The direct family of the head of household, or the head themselves.

No one else had any right to even discuss this seal,

and issuing one was impossible without
the current family head's permission—
the management of the seal was extremely strict.

Well, just having that seal allowed one to receive exceptional treatment from the family.

I could understand why they managed it so strictly.

*But that's not something a civilian should possess.*

Of course, despite such thorough management,

there were instances where the family seal leaked outside.

Bribing internal staff,
hiring skilled craftsmen to forge the seal, and so on.

People constantly tried all sorts of schemes to ride on the Reinhardt family's reputation.

Common folk struggling to survive or impoverished nobles might be understandable,

but for nobles with some wealth, a silver piece wasn't particularly expensive.

Even if they failed at forgery, silver bullion was always easy to dispose of... well.

Perhaps we should be grateful that forgeries weren't more widespread.

*If they were, there'd be no end to the people needing punishment...*

And to begin with, it wasn't something easily forged.

There's a reason why everyone who's attempted forgery has failed.

No family would allow their seal to be easily counterfeited.

*Anyway, that's not something an ordinary person could easily possess...*

Setting that issue aside for now,

as I mentioned earlier, that nameplate cannot be possessed without the current family head's permission.

And right now, the position of the Reinhardt family head is vacant.

*Aria is there, but she hasn't been officially announced as the family head yet.*

Such major news as the Reinhardt family head changing would surely have spread.

The Four Great Families are major gossip material just by existing.

It would be correct to assume the imperial court is deliberately delaying the announcement.

The news that the Reinhardt family head has changed.

*So basically, no one except internal members knows that the family head is going to change...*

I raised my head to look at the old man before me once more.

A one-eyed old man using a glass eye.

Judging by his untrained body, he didn't seem to be involved in combat.

No, rather than a combat profession, he seemed closer to a scientist...

*A scholar possessing a Reinhardt family nameplate?*

"Hey!!"

"....?!"

"Yes, you, kid, I'm talking to you!!"

But before I could complete my thoughts,

the old man who had been dealing with the attendant now directed his shout at me.

With one eye closed, looking me up and down...

His appearance was quite bizarre at first glance.

How should I put it? It felt like he wanted to close both eyes but couldn't?

Well... that was unavoidable given the undeveloped medical technology of this era,

but the eyeball that looked like it might pierce through his eyelid was grotesque even to me.

*I think I'd prefer if one eye was completely removed...*

"Kid."

"Are... you talking to me?"

"Well, is there any other kid here besides you?"

After examining me from head to toe, the old man suddenly started speaking informally,

creating a scene that might make others think we'd known each other for a long time.

Even though I didn't even know his face.

*A guest of the family? Seems likely, given he has the nameplate...*

"Kuh... kuhuh... kuhehehehe..."

I was puzzled by this stranger acting familiar with me,

and perhaps finding my confusion amusing, he began to laugh.

Like someone who had just seen something entertaining after a long time.

"Ku... hahahahaha!!! That guy raised a kid like this?! Hahahaha!!!"

"....?"

"Thought he was raising a wolf, but it turned out to be a tiger, kyahahahak!!!"

He laughed.

He continued laughing, unconcerned that people around were gathering due to the noise.

"Kuheh... heh... hahahahaha!!!"

For a moment, his face was so hideous I wanted to slap it.

***

"Huff... huff...!! We... we've arrived..!!"

"I told you to get off halfway, Mr. Beluga."

"N-no, how could I when the princess said she was tired?!"

"No, that's... sigh."

"...You've arrived."

"Yes... well, arrived without any effort... huh?"

"...What's wrong?"

"No, you just look really tired."

"...."

Tired, huh... well, that's not wrong.

It was true that I felt drained compared to when I woke up this morning.

*They say lonely old people tend to talk a lot, but...*

The old man's loneliness must have exceeded my imagination,

as he literally talked and laughed at me non-stop.

To the point where I worried he might suffer from dehydration.

*"Hahaha!! You might not remember me, but I know you very well..."*

*"Um, yes, but sir, your name is—"*

*"Hmm? Why would you need to know that?!"*

The topics of conversation were also diverse...

The old man's tongue literally had no chance to dry.

Just when the flow of conversation seemed about to break, he would bring up another topic,

and since all his stories were things I knew nothing about,
there was no room for me to interject.

Moreover, his first impression as a scholar proved true, as his knowledge was truly encyclopedic.

Everything he talked about was interesting, making me honestly want to hear more.

*I should have just left earlier...*

Of course, I never imagined he would talk continuously for nearly twenty minutes.

If the old man hadn't left first saying his time was up...

I guarantee I would still be listening to his voice.

That's how much he seemed to have to tell me.

*He's not a grandfather welcoming his grandchild during a holiday...*

I already had a lot to do,

and somehow it felt like I had even more to do now.

Even from what little I heard, that old man seemed to know the Reinhardt family quite well.

How that might affect Aria later...

*Besides, a sane person wouldn't normally behave like that while holding a family seal...*

I arrived before any incident occurred, but

what that old man was doing earlier was literally causing a scene.

Behavior like "How dare you treat me this way? Aren't you afraid of the family?!" while threatening people,

typically done by those who can't get what they want...

I wondered why someone with a family seal would come all the way here to do such things.

Just having that seal would allow one to receive help in most situations.

Although the family has changed somewhat since he received that seal,

that's no reason for the Reinhardt family to turn their back on him.

*Especially here in another Great Family's territory... why bother.*

There were other strange things that caught my eye,

but for now... I decided not to worry about any of it while I was here.

Normally I might have just acted however I wanted,

but now I had people accompanying me.

Too many people would be affected by my actions.

Moreover, unlike me, they needed to achieve high scores.

*I'll look into it later.*

Well, he didn't seem that strong, so any trouble he caused could be quickly resolved.

Now that my team members had arrived,
I could enter the Arena.

*"Thank you, guest. So... what brings you here?"*

*"Can I enter the Arena today?"*

*"Ah, I was just asked the same question by that old gentleman..."*

*"...But?"*

*"To get to the point, it is possible."*

*"..."*

*"But due to unexpected changes in the schedule, reservations have become impossible..."*

*"..."*

*"All members of your party must be present to enter."*

*"That's—"*

*"If that's difficult, there's nothing we can do. I just told the old gentleman the same thing and got lectured for it."*

*"How did you know I have companions..."*

*"The Academy contacted us? Asked us to check if all students had arrived."*

*"..."*

I had been sitting here since morning unable to enter due to the attendant's strict attitude,

but now I could go in. All my team members had just arrived.

"But why were you sitting here? Were you waiting for us...?"

"Yes... let's say I was, Princess."

"L-let's go... quickly...!!"

"Mm, let's do that!!"

So we passed through narrow doorways and corridors,

even wearing blindfolds provided as necessary security measures,

—Waaaaaah!!!
—Kill him!!! Kill hiiiiim!!!
—I bet all my money on youuuu!!!

Finally, we were able to arrive.

At the terrible scene of madness called the Arena.

"Welcome to the Arena, the dueling ground at the western edge!"

I can say with certainty that I had never found a guide's voice so unpleasant before.

Ch.241 - The Mule (1)
The cheers of the surrounding crowd reached my ears.

And they were incredibly loud cheers at that.

"Wooooaaaah!!!!"
"Haha, that's right!! I quite like that fellow!!"

The masked people laughed wildly.

They roared with laughter and showed immense happiness, sometimes despairing and other times not holding back their curses.

Each for their own reasons, they hurled jeers and cheers at the gladiators as blood and flesh flew everywhere.

There seemed to be no particular reason for it.
Normal people wouldn't enjoy this sort of thing anyway.

Unless they were high nobles constantly indulging in pleasure, most people would only enjoy wholesome hobbies.

And this world had quite a few nobles who indulged in such pleasures.

"..There are quite a lot of people here. Do humans usually like this sort of thing?"

"No, they don't!! If I may offer my humble opinion..!!"

"How can they... enjoy watching people do this to each other..."

Of course, despite everything, my team members watching everything from behind me all expressed consistent disgust,

which was probably how normal people should react.

Killing one's own kind is an unforgivable sin after all.

It's legally prohibited and socially and ethically unacceptable behavior.

*Thwack*—
*Thwack*—

"No, if you come at him like that... tsk tsk"
"One more hit!! Hit him again!! Come on!!"

And everyone here was proudly watching such immoral acts.

Hiding behind those masks provided to conceal their identities.

"..The smell of blood is quite nauseating."

"If you're uncomfortable, Princess, you may step outside for a while."

"..Would that be alright?"

"Our purpose here is to observe and investigate this place anyway."

Missing one observer wouldn't cause much issue with the investigation.

Besides, the fewer people moving together, the easier it would be for me to act alone.

*And elves are naturally more sensitive than humans anyway.*

Having lived their entire lives in fresh forests,

it's only natural that they might find it difficult to adapt to a place like this.

Elves are known to be vegetarians and avoid unnecessary killing.

Well, even if they occasionally got blood on their hands, they probably never engaged in excessive killing.

Especially since she was of noble birth.

"Um, I'm sorry, but Jenison... may I leave too?"

..Come to think of it, there was another one.

Someone of noble birth who had a weak stomach,
unable to eat even slightly bloody food,
and unaccustomed to things like this.

"...Let's do this then."

***

"I'm... really sorry..."

"No, it's fine."

"Right!! Then as Baron Jenison suggested, we'll go elsewhere!!"

My team members each said goodbye to me in their own way before turning back,

since I was the one who suggested we split up.

In their current state, they wouldn't be much help anyway.

Dividing our roles would be more efficient to complete the evaluation quickly.

Even if it doesn't matter to me, their grades are important to them.

"..It seems your companions have all left. Would you like to watch?"

The attendant handed me several masks as I remained alone,

and I chose a plain black mask with nothing but holes for the eyes.

Since its purpose was to conceal identity, the less of my face that showed, the better.

"..But if this is the case, why did all my companions have to come?"

"Occasionally, there are people who try to stop these unethical activities."

"..."

"Please think of it as a minimum precaution against that."

"..."

"Well, it's legally permitted anyway, so they wouldn't be punished even if they tried."

"Have a pleasant time."

Leaving those unsettling words behind, the attendant went back through the door behind me to continue his duties,

and I moved forward, ignoring the momentary stares from those around me.

"Aaaaarrrrggghhh!!!!!"

"Ah, just as I was saying..!! John Brihum has ripped off Kernheim's leg!!!"

"That's right!!! He's worth his size!!!"

"Nooooo!!! Get up, you bastard!!!
I bet my entire fortune on you!!!"

"Hahaha, it might be good to hire that fellow later..."

"Indeed, with his size and strength... he'd be perfect for cleaning up messes, wouldn't he?"

"As expected of John Brihum, a worthy contender for this month's champion!!"

The smell of blood surging from the arena was... how should I put it,

despite being a sensation I hadn't experienced in a long time, it wasn't particularly sweet.

***

"Ah!! John Brihum breaks another participant's neck!! He's absolutely dominating!!"

"Woooooaaaaahhh!!!"
"Nooooooooo!!!"

"Hmm... how many consecutive wins is that for him now?"

"I believe it's his 8th win... or thereabouts."

"....."

Despite quite some time having passed, the cheers from the crowd showed no signs of stopping.

If anything, they seemed to be getting even more heated.

The visual stimulation provided by blood and flesh was far more powerful than I had thought.

Well, if that weren't the case, so many people wouldn't come to see this sort of thing.

*I've long since passed the point of being stimulated by such things anyway...*

"Hmm... maybe I should place a bid too..."

"An excellent choice, sir. Such merchandise is rare."

"Tsk, this is getting a bit boring though.
I thought today would be different somehow."

"..."

"When there's someone who can crush people at will like that, it takes the fun out of betting."

The mustached gentleman who cared more about gambling entertainment than the person who just died before his eyes,

his upright mustache reminded me somewhat of Gustang.

Well, actually, comparing them would be unfair to Gustang.

Gustang was neither short nor fat like this man.

*Are they all used to this level of violence?*

Anyway... given how long I've been waiting without seeing them, perhaps today isn't the day that person appears?

Well... there's still plenty of time left,

but it would be better to meet them as soon as possible.

*Crack*—

"Guhk..!!"
"Woooaaaahhhh!!!"

*Ah, it's over again.*

By now, I could guess who had won just by hearing the cheers.

At least for now, no one had appeared who could defeat the man standing tall in there.

*John Brihum, a criminal of unknown origin who was immediately sentenced to death despite being a first-time offender... right?*

Unless one has committed something extremely heinous and terrible,

first-time offenders in this world usually receive some leniency.

Giving people a chance to reflect on their mistakes, considering them momentary lapses in judgment,

that's how people generally treat all criminals.

Rehabilitation and fairness rather than oppression and criticism.

It might sound like empty words, but this principle was actually upheld most of the time.

Especially in this place, where the influence of the Church, which believed in treating everyone equally and fairly, ran deep.

And yet, despite all that, that man was immediately sentenced to death.

*That alone should tell you how bad his crimes must have been...*

How do I know all this?

Before the duels began, the arena staff told everyone while giving them time to place their bets.

They explained that this person had committed crimes severe enough to warrant a death sentence,

and if anyone wanted to bid on him later, they should feel free to say so.

They even added some promotional comments.

"Ah!! Once again, the last man standing is John Brihum!! No surprises here, no surprises at all!!"

The announcer's voice became increasingly dramatic,

and the voices of several people around me grew more desperate.

Well... naturally, with someone so strong, the odds for the opposing side would continue to increase...

*To have such a meltdown after failing on a long-shot bet once.*

Just as I was thinking I should never touch gambling no matter what,

"Oh, what's happening!! The next round hasn't even started yet..!!"

*What's going on?*

"The odds are skyrocketing!!!"

Suddenly, the odds began to rise dramatically.

And not for John Brihum's opponent, but for John Brihum himself.

Before I knew it, the odds for the man who had been so dominant in finishing his matches had become fourteen times that of his opponent,

"Hey!! Referee, does this make any sense?!"

"C-calm down, sir..."

"Why are my betting odds so low?! Where did you all sell your eyeballs?!!!"

He too seemed unwilling to accept his situation,

grabbing the innocent referee by the collar and starting to rage furiously.

"Ah, Mr. John Brihum, please release that collar."

"Damn it!!! Why should I—"

"If you don't release it immediately, force will have to be used."

Well, even that was useless against the announcer's threats.

Anyway, I was also quite curious about this phenomenon.

He had been absolutely dominant in all his matches so far,

so why had the odds changed so drastically?

*This is an impossible figure unless the arena is rigging things...*

"Ah, as I speak..!! He has finally appeared!!!"

"....?"

And then I realized.
There was no need for the arena to rig anything.

"Our arena's star!! The unrivaled king of the arena!!!"

"..What nonsense are they spouting now."

"The Black Mule!!!"

Because that man wouldn't lose anyway.

Ch.242 - The Mule (2)
"—It's the Black Mule!!!"

The moment I heard the name, I instinctively knew.

This was the person Duke Charlotte had introduced to me.

Of course, an ordinary person wouldn't need such a grand introduction from the announcer.

The fact that he maintained an undefeated streak in a place like this was proof enough of his strength.

"—Finally!!! He's here!!!"
"—I'm counting on you today!!!"
"—I bet my entire fortune on you!!!"

"Shut up, you sons of bitches!!!"

He hurled insults at the audience cheering for him.

At first glance, there was nothing particularly impressive about his appearance.

His build, his looks, his muscles.
Nothing stood out about him at all.

In fact, compared to John Brihum standing before him, he looked like a small child.

It was like watching a real-life reenactment of David versus Goliath.

"...Huh?! Hey, are you out of your mind?
This is supposed to be my opponent?!"

"....."

"After watching my previous match, you're sending out someone like him?! Are you mocking me?! Huh?!"

But Goliath didn't seem pleased with David.

Despite the announcer's attempts to stop him,
he kept grabbing the referee by the collar,
complaining about the fairness of the match and voicing his dissatisfaction.

Despite his potentially disrespectful attitude, the referee gradually calmed him down, saying it couldn't be helped.

Well, I suppose it made sense. His opponent in a match with fourteen-to-one odds was a man two heads shorter than him.

He probably felt like everyone here was mocking him.

After all, in any fight, weight class always matters.

He must think they've paired him with a kid who doesn't even match his weight class.

He probably didn't even remember what titles the announcer had used to introduce his opponent.

*What an idiot.*

That man would probably die soon.

Charlotte wouldn't have introduced me to someone who was going to fall so easily.

*Even if that's the case, he's undefeated here, so surely...*

—Ah, as I speak...!! The Black Mule is walking forward...!!

"—Finish him quickly!!!"
"—I bet everything on you winning within one minute!!"
"—If you mess around and lose, you're dead!!!"

"...Crazy bastards, won't you all shut up?!"

As he walked forward, cursing freely,

His long, disheveled hair—befitting his status as a death row inmate—caught my eye.

No one would bother grooming a death row inmate anyway.

And they certainly wouldn't provide him with blades to cut his own hair.

*It's probably better that way, since you never know what might happen among prisoners.*

Since he started walking, the expressions of people around changed.

From boredom to excitement,
From weariness of the same results to anticipation of something new.

*...Just his entrance alone causes this?*

Almost everyone there seemed to accept this phenomenon naturally,

But I still wasn't used to it.

The dueling arenas I knew never had this kind of atmosphere.

Even though I was accustomed to strange occurrences, I hadn't become weird enough to be swept up in this atmosphere.

After all, I was just a student.

*...Wait, students shouldn't even be allowed in here...*

—Unfortunately... betting is now closed!!

*...I'll think about that later.*

Anyway, since I was already inside, it was a bit late to worry about that...

And honestly, watching others fight was entertaining.

***

Meanwhile, as wild cheers erupted from the arena,

Two men were walking through the streets, cutting through the sandstorm that had once again descended upon the city.

"...You came back just for that reason?"

"The badge you gave me didn't work, damn it!!!"

"I'm starting to wonder if you're of any use if you can't even fool one guard."

"Y-you bastard...! If you hadn't been running around since morning saying you had business to attend to...!!"

One was a swordsman who had lost an arm,

And the other was a scholar who had lost an eye.

Of course, that didn't mean these two were ordinary people.

"...So, isn't it about time you tell me why we're here, Duke?"

"Don't call me that. I'm no longer a duke."

"...Huh? Are you saying I should call you by your name?"

"No, I forbid that as well."

"...You're insane."

"That doesn't sound particularly pleasant either, though I understand it's an insult."

The only words worth saying to someone like you are insults.

The old man kept that thought to himself as he followed the man standing before him.

Following the former Duke Reinhardt, once head of one of the four great families.

"...By the way, have you given up on being the family head?"

"Given up?"

"You just said it yourself, that you're no longer a duke."

Doesn't that mean you're giving up the position of family head?

However, those words never left the old man's lips.

Unlike moments ago when he deliberately held his tongue, this time his words were cut off by someone else's will.

By the sword of Duke Reinhardt, who had been in front of him all this time.

"...What are you doing?"

His cold blade had somehow left its sheath and was now aimed at the old man's neck,

And small droplets of blood were beginning to appear on the old man's neck.

A minimal amount of bleeding, difficult to say whether it was a cut or not.

With this single sword strike, the old man realized two things:

That the duke had shown him mercy...

"....."

And that his mood was very bad right now.

"...I haven't given up."

"...What?"

"I've merely temporarily handed it over to my child."

"...."

"If I were to sit in the family head's position now, I would only cause trouble for the family."

"...."

"The Emperor wants to bring me down by any means necessary, to strengthen imperial authority."

"...."

"First, I'll resolve the current situation, then return to the position of family head afterward."

"...You madman, you've dragged me into this?"

Madness.

Though he knew it was a vulgar word, the old man couldn't help but use it.

Whatever the duke was planning to do, the old man had a rough idea of what he himself would have to do.

*...Is he trying to completely sever ties with the imperial family?*

Of course, the old man's relationship with the imperial family wasn't good either.

He was also one of those who had been driven out of the imperial court.

But if asked whether he wanted to actively oppose the imperial family...

He couldn't.
No, he didn't want to.

Opposing the imperial family within this empire was like hitting a rock with an egg.

If past matters were brought up, it was obvious that he would be the one condemned by the public.

The path taken for the greater good
was something ordinary citizens would never understand.

*...Is helping this man really the right thing to do?*

Until now, he had acted alongside the duke as payment for hiding him,

But having heard his purpose, he couldn't continue following him forever.

No matter how extraordinary the duke's power was,
he couldn't face the entire imperial family.

And adding his own strength wouldn't significantly improve their chances...

*...Should I keep following him?*

The old man had never regretted his choices in life,

But somehow today, he felt a piercing regret over his decision.

It was the first time since losing his eye that he felt this inexplicable fear taking over his body.

"...Hey, Reinhardt."

"Why are you calling me?"

"...Well, whatever your purpose is... that's not my business, so I'll set it aside for now."

"....."

"I'd like to know why you wanted me to come here."

"...Didn't I tell you? I need more people—"

"Don't lie to me. You can't fool my eye, have you forgotten?"

"....."

"Someone of your caliber wouldn't casually come to a place crawling with criminals."

Other vain nobles might, but not him.

He was a man with pride.
Pride in being an honorable person.

Someone who had coldly cut off even his closest allies to avoid bringing shame to his family wouldn't suddenly change.

"I know better than anyone that you're not the type to make allies of such trash."

"...Troublesome eye you have, no matter how many times I see it."

"That's the nicest thing I've heard. Glad I can annoy you somehow."

"...You're right."

"....."

"I came here for a different purpose."

"....."

"Well, if there were someone truly useful here, perhaps... but such a person would have no reason to be in a place like this."

"...Then why did you want to come here?"

The old man was genuinely curious.

The surroundings were covered in sand, making it difficult to evade pursuit,

The worsening temperature made it hard to maintain good condition.

And after leaving such obvious traces in the territory of the Charlotte family, another of the four great families...

How could he enter their territory again?

The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to see inside the duke's mind.

"Someone like you wouldn't ask me to come to a place like this without reason."

"...promise..."

"...What? Speak up!!"

"...I made a promise."

"...A promise? What promise?"

"Long ago, I promised to bring them what they wanted."

"...What did you receive that could move someone of your stature?"

"...Are you curious?"

"Of course I am!! Isn't that obvious?"

"...Power."

"...What?"

"They gave me power."

"...What is that supposed to mean?"

Did he make a deal with demons?

He said nothing in response.

Ch.243 - The Mule (3)
"Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you've all been waiting for! The final match!"
"John Brehum versus the Black Mule in a no-rules brawl!"

"Before we begin, place your bets! As you can see, the odds are set at 14.2 to 1!"

Ding-ding—
Ding-ding-ding—

Before the announcer could finish, money started pouring in as if everyone had been waiting for this moment. The magical projection displaying the amounts showed staggering figures.

It was an unbelievable sum for what was essentially gambling. At minimum, it looked like enough to fund a noble family's expenses for a month. I doubted my own eyes for a moment, but the numbers didn't lie.

No, they were actually increasing.

Whether this was wealthy people showing off that such amounts meant nothing to them, or simply their confidence in the outcome, I couldn't tell. But one thing was certain—the money kept flowing in.

And all of it was being placed on the Black Mule, not John Brehum.

"*&#@)#&!!"

"Oh! John Brehum is harassing the referee! I wonder what's bothering him?"

"..."

It was obvious he was upset about the betting amounts. From what I'd seen earlier, he seemed to have quite a bit of pride.

*It's hard to believe he'd act like this when his life is on the line...*

I could tell from the way he confronted these people that he'd forgotten he was a death row prisoner.

His thought process was completely beyond my understanding.

It was strange enough that he'd been smiling while killing people, but...

*Should I place a bet too?*

While I was lost in useless thoughts, I noticed the middle-aged man with the mustache from earlier casually chatting with a man who looked half-dead.

Something about their atmosphere seemed suspicious, so I instinctively moved closer to listen.

"Hmm? Are you participating too?"

"...Isn't that obvious? Who would miss out on a match like this?"

"Well, you were complaining earlier about leaving most of your money behind... Haha!"

"...Even so, I have to participate in this one. It's literally free money, isn't it?"

"Hahaha!! That's true!"

*...What is this?*

I continued listening, hoping to hear something useful, but there was nothing of value.

They only discussed personal matters, and even those were extremely vulgar.

Talk of which establishment to visit tonight, how enjoyable their last outing was, and so on.

These were definitely not conversations appropriate for men who likely had several daughters at home.

And certainly not the kind of talk you'd expect at a gambling venue.

*...It looks like those people placed bets too...*

They seemed strangely relaxed. Everyone did.

Even with such overwhelming odds in this match.

Normally, with such high odds, people would be desperately praying for their bet to win.

*...Or is the winner already predetermined?*

"As I speak, betting is now closed!"
"No more participants will be accepted, no matter who you are!"

"Damn it, I should have borrowed more money...!"

"No... please, the money will be here any minute!"

"I'm sorry! No matter how much you complain, it won't change anything!"
"These are the rules of our arena."

*...What a spectacle, really.*

"Well then, now that the participants have finished their preparations..."

"Let the match begin!!!"

***

As soon as the starting signal fired, John Brehum charged forward.

He was wielding an enormous greatsword that hadn't been there moments before.

A weapon he hadn't shown in any previous match.

I honestly wasn't sure if he could handle it properly, but just holding it made him look threatening enough.

A man who could easily crush another person, now armed with a greatsword.

And he didn't even seem to find it heavy as he held it with one hand.

"Die!!!"

"Aaah! John Brehum charges forward immediately after the start!!"

*Why is he so excited...?*

Whoosh-whoosh—

As he charged forward, wildly swinging his sword, a slight breeze began to blow through the arena.

The man called the Black Mule didn't move from his spot despite watching all of this.

Even with a sword as large as a house swinging directly at him.

He remained completely composed.

"Oh! Meanwhile, the arena champion, the Black Mule, isn't taking any action!"
"At this rate, he'll be crushed by that enormous sword!"

"Haha, there he goes again."

"If he's going to win anyway, I wish he'd finish it quickly."

Despite this, not a single person seemed worried about him.

Even the announcer, who should be impartial, was commentating with an exaggerated voice.

The money-hungry audience just wanted the match to end quickly.

They were still interested in the fight, but seemed completely indifferent to the outcome.

Like people who already knew the result.

"...Ugh, this is so annoying."

At that moment, a magically amplified voice echoed throughout the arena.

Simultaneously, the ground beneath his feet caved in.

It was visible even from the distant stands, unmistakably clear.

The ground cracked with a loud sound, fissures spreading like a spider web across the entire surface.

Without any preparatory movement, his body literally shot into the sky.

No bending of legs, no crouching—no movement at all.

It was a jumping power that transcended common sense.

What followed was a scene beyond imagination.

"W-what... is that...!!"

"...Heh, I'm even tired of being surprised now."

"...He was hiding such power until now? I wonder what else he's hiding..."

"Sigh... we should have recruited someone like him into our family."

It was impossible not to be shocked.

Even with John's reach, which was about twice that of an average person, he couldn't possibly reach him.

The Black Mule was literally levitating in mid-air.

"Y-you bastard, aren't you coming down?!"

"...Ah, it feels nice to breathe some outside air after so long."

John Brehum had suddenly become like a dog chasing chickens.

The Black Mule could have kept him staring helplessly at the sky, but this was a duel arena.

An arena for death row inmates, no less.

One of them had to die, without exception.

Plus, people had already placed bets on this fight.

They certainly wouldn't want the match to end so anticlimactically.

What they wanted was excitement and stimulation, not boredom.

And if the match continued like this, they wouldn't get their money's worth either.

"Black Mule, engage in combat immediately, or else..."

Sure enough, the announcer threatened to intervene almost instantly.

I wasn't sure what leverage he had, but he was extremely confident.

The Black Mule glared at the announcer murderously, but landed a short distance from John Brehum as if he had no choice.

At this point, I was curious what kind of leverage they had over him...

It must be something significant. Otherwise, a man of his caliber wouldn't be acting like an executioner here.

*He could just escape into the sky if things went wrong, so why is he playing along?*

"Now that the Black Mule has descended, John Brehum charges again!"
"Does this man not understand the concept of fatigue?!"

"Die, you bastard!!!"

"He charges forward with relentless trash talk, but the Black Mule dodges effortlessly again!"
"It's like watching an adult humoring a child!"

"Y-you son of a bitch!! Are you just going to dodge like a little girl?!"

"...Idiot, this is why you ended up here... though I guess that applies to me too."

Despite the threatening sound of the greatsword cutting through the air, the Black Mule's movements remained completely relaxed.

He avoided all attacks with the ease of someone taking a morning stroll.

"Let's end this now. I've had enough fresh air."

"W-what? Only someone who's landed at least one attack can talk like—!"

"Ah! As I speak! The Black Mule has extended his arm for the first time!"

Just as the announcer said, the Black Mule stretched his arm forward as if finally satisfied.

For an instant, his black hair fluttered in the clear blue sky as a breeze came from somewhere.

"Formless Sword, Zero Distance Form 1: Heaven Cutter."

Boom—
At that moment, the ground shook and dust scattered everywhere.

***

"Hmm? Jenison, is it over?"

"...Yes, it was quite entertaining."

"For something you found entertaining, your expression is rather strange!"

"...It really was entertaining, truly."

That much was sincere.

For someone else, maybe not, but for me, it was truly an informative experience.

"Oh, by the way..."

"...?"

"I just met Duke Reinhardt earlier."

"...What?"

And with those words, my mood, which had been quite good until now, instantly plummeted.

Ch.244 - The Mule (End)
Earlier, when Jenison was busy watching the duel.

Three students who had rushed outside, practically chased away by the cruel sights and smell of blood, were now busily running around looking for their own tasks.

As mentioned, this was a final evaluation disguised as a group project.
Regardless of what topic they chose, they all needed to demonstrate a certain level of contribution.

Otherwise, they wouldn't receive proper grades.

Moreover, they had their own reasons for needing good grades.

"Guests, are you leaving?"

"Yes, we just remembered something we need to do."

"Hehe... I understand. Have a safe journey."

Though the suspiciously smiling attendant was concerning,
unfortunately, they couldn't afford to waste even that much time right now.

"First... Princess, could I ask you to map the surrounding terrain?"

"Hmm... yes, I can do that quickly using spirits."

"Wait, I clearly came here to protect Princess Silvia...!!"

"And Beluga and I will survey people's perceptions of the Arena."

"N-no...!!"

After all, the theme of this evaluation was investigation.
Even though this place belonged to one of the Four Great Houses' territories,
as long as force wasn't required, they could do as they pleased.

Besides, there would be no one to fight as long as they didn't provoke any of the members first.

*Of course, even if force were needed, this number of people would probably be fine...*

"Hmm?! Why are you looking at me, Lady Isabella?!"

"It's nothing, let's hurry..."

"Hmm?! Now where are you looking?!"

Just as they were about to depart,
she spotted someone in the distance who caught her attention.

"...Duke Reinhardt?"

***

"Well... I've collected all the data we gathered today and recorded it separately."

"....."

"I'll add the information I received from you too..."

"....."

"But I think these materials alone might not be enough to get an exceptionally high grade..."

"....."

Isabella's voice, reciting something in front of me, scattered before reaching my ears,
and only one piece of information remained in my mind.

Duke Reinhardt.
The fact that he was here.

All other thoughts were filtered out of my mind as if through a sieve.

It wasn't intentional.
It just happened naturally.

"...Jenison? Why do you keep..."

I'd heard it once before.
When you're intensely focused on something, nothing else registers in your mind.

That was exactly my situation now.

Even though I could clearly see other people's lips moving right in front of me,
no sound was reaching my ears.

*...Duke Reinhardt... why is he here?*

But no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't find an answer.

The very fact that he was here now contradicted everything I knew about him.

He was an efficient man.
He was also cold-blooded enough to abandon even his own children for the sake of his family.

And such a man would boldly enter another Great House's territory?

Especially when he must know his current situation?

*Unless he's a fool, there's no way...*

In reality, though it hadn't been publicly announced yet,
the Imperial Family was likely already treating Duke Reinhardt as a public enemy.

Making deals with demons was a serious crime.

Especially when the person in question was the head of a family that served as a pillar of the Empire.

That must be why Aria wanted to become the family head.

If they kept the Duke as the head of the Reinhardt family, the entire family might be destroyed.

*The Imperial Family must have been in contact with them too...*

If so, it meant the Imperial Family had decided to completely cast out Duke Reinhardt.

...And in that situation, he comes to a place like this?

The situation was so incomprehensible that it only made my head more complicated.

What could possibly be here that would make him come all this way?

*I should probably inform the Sharlotte family about this.*

Actually, they might have already noticed even without my report.

After all, this was literally land ruled by the Sharlotte family.

Though he was said to be covering his face...

If Isabella could recognize him, he probably wasn't disguised that well.

If that was the case, the Sharlotte family's agents would certainly recognize him too.

*So what is Duke Sharlotte doing right now?*

He wasn't on particularly good terms with Duke Reinhardt,
and the Imperial Family was clearly taking a hostile stance...

Even if he wasn't interested in politics, he should have handled this situation by now.

It was essentially the same as having someone hunted by the Imperial Family entering his territory.

And it wasn't as if the Reinhardt and Sharlotte families were on friendly terms.

No, if anything, they were more likely to be on bad terms.

Even as members of the Four Great Houses, the true power holders of the Empire wouldn't get along well.

Even without malice, they had to expand their family's influence.

If they truly cared about their families.

And as things flowed that way, friction between families was inevitable.

In fact, my engagement to Isabella was a political arrangement designed to build goodwill between our families.

*Yet he still hasn't been captured...*

Just as I was thinking there must be more backing him,
someone's spicy hand slapped my back hard enough to make a sound.

"Kuhak...?"

"Baron Jenison!! What have you been thinking about all this time?!"

"Be...Beluga? What is this..."

"I've been calling you repeatedly with no response, so I thought something might be wrong!!"

...Who hits that hard just to check, you crazy bastard.

As I've mentioned several times, Beluga was no ordinary build.

He had such a massive physique that ordinary people would instinctively back away in fear just looking at him.

There's a reason they say size matters.

Naturally, with his large frame came great strength,
and this already strong man had become even stronger through sword training...

"Argh..."

"Haha, so even Baron Jenison knows how to exaggerate pain!!"

"....."

"To think that someone who single-handedly defeated a demonic human that even a Knight Commander couldn't defeat would be hurt by something like this!!"

With those words, Beluga Ron laughed heartily and patted my back a few more times as if it were a hilarious joke.

Once again, my back made popping sounds,
and my molars ground together in response.

*He keeps hitting the same spot...*

"Hmm, Jenison... are you really not feeling well..."

"...That's really not it, so don't worry about it."

"Ah... I see."

"So what should we do now?
This seems insufficient to complete the final evaluation..."

"Princess Silvia's words are correct!!"

"..."

It was certainly true.
Other students probably needed good grades too.

Wanting top grades with just this level of work would be too shameless.

At minimum, we'd need to investigate everything about the Arena in detail, like an information guild would, to have even a fifty-fifty chance.

Of course, that wouldn't be easy at all.

*Especially now that Duke Reinhardt is here too...*

It was a situation where anything could happen.

Just in case, I had already secretly contacted the Sharlotte family by magic, but I didn't know when that message would reach the person in charge.

I'd already received a response that their family head wasn't currently present.

I didn't know where he'd gone, but time would naturally pass while coming here.

So what I could do now was...

"Jenison?"

"...Ah, yes."

"The three of us think it would be better to stay and investigate a bit more..."

"....."

"What's your opinion?"

"...Is there anything more to say?"

"Hmm... well, of course you'd also think this level is insufficient..."

"Let's go back."

"Yes, I knew you'd say that... What?!"

What can I do?

We need to go back first to find a solution.

***

"You called for me, Your Majesty."

"Ah, yes... I did call for you."

"...I apologize, but I'm currently handling something quite important and don't have much time..."

"Hmm... I've been thinking, formality really doesn't suit you."

"...Just tell me what you want and send me back, Your Majesty."

"Hahaha, very well... I'll get straight to the point."

"I've been desperately waiting for just that, Your Majesty."

"...You're making me cringe."

"Don't mind it."

"Um... about you..."

"Yes."

"Have you considered... taking on a disciple?"

"...I apologize, but could you please clearly explain the context behind this sudden, nonsensical question?"

"Ahem... there's a child I've been keeping an eye on lately."

"You... I mean, Your Majesty is saying this?"

"Yes, and this child has quite a talent for alchemy."

"....."

"What do you think, isn't it interesting?
This is my proposal, not just anyone's."

In the imperial palace where warm sunlight shone down, his red eyes flashed.

Ch.245 - Tailing
There was a bit of noise about it, but in the end, my opinion to return to the Academy was accepted.

"What? You think something's happening with your family?"

"Yes."

"But... it's not even your family anymore... Oh, your sister..."

"Yes."

"*Sigh*... One day will be enough, right?"

"I'll return as quickly as possible."

Well, truthfully, I was half-forced to return.

How could I not let him go when family was involved?
Especially when he spoke with such a serious expression.

"We'll stay here and investigate the Arena a bit more."

"I hope you come back as soon as possible!!"

But I didn't have time to dawdle.

I didn't have much time to spare anyway,

And above all, I didn't want to involve others in this matter.

"It would be too burdensome to get entangled in another family's affairs..."

Especially when it involved one of the Four Great Families.

If it were Isabella from another of the Four Great Families or Princess Silvia... well.
They might somehow avoid getting entangled...

But the Ron family, merely a wealthy marquis house, wouldn't be able to escape this situation.

"Then it would be natural for Beluga to get involved."

I hated when others suffered because of me.
And if this matter exploded, many people would be harmed.

After all, this was a matter between families.

"Even without justification, one can always create it..."

This seemed like something I needed to think about more.

It would be good if I could contact Duke Charlotte, but well.
That wasn't why I returned here anyway.

"Ella is probably still in contact with Aria."

After we parted like that before,
Aria surprisingly never contacted me first.

Well, honestly, even if I tried to stop her, I don't think she would listen.

She seemed like a determined child who could manage well without my help, so I didn't take any special measures...

But if the situation changed like this, things would be a little... no, very different.
The Duke was still officially holding the position of head of the Reinhardt family.

If I thought that the imperial family hadn't made an announcement yet to give legitimacy to Aria taking the position of family head...

In the current situation, the appearance of Duke Reinhardt would rather be poison.

Whatever he did,
The Reinhardt family would bear the disgrace.

Of course, it might make it easier to drive him out of the family head position,
But considering the disgrace that would be written on the family again, it wasn't a profitable deal.

Even now, honor was the most important thing in noble society.

"But there's nothing I can do right now."

However, I too couldn't do anything yet.

Officially, I was still a student at the Academy.
I was in a position where I shouldn't move rashly.

And it was still the evaluation period.

"I should meet Ella and return quickly."

As long as I continued to stay near the Arena,
I couldn't ignore the possibility of meeting the Duke in the worst case.

If that happened, he would try to kill me immediately.

After all, I was the reason he had to leave the family he cherished and prioritized the most.

Honestly, there were only unfair parts for me, but I didn't think he would listen to me.

If he had been a person with such normal thinking, he wouldn't have ordered his own child to act like a Delinquent for seven years.

"Besides, with my current body, it's impossible to face the Duke."

Although I had grown admirably compared to when I lived almost like an idler in the past.

I was still far behind compared to before.
From the start, the physical reach was different between then and now.

Above all, I was just now finding my former skills,
So there was no way I could defeat a Swordmaster like the Duke.

"He may be trash, but he's definitely strong."

As someone who had single-handedly eliminated all the monsters that invaded the territory since the past,

Aria and I knew well about his strength.
Because we were always behind him.

Just seeing him lightly cutting through the air sent chills down my spine, which was probably the first time.

Even back then, there were very few people with such skills.

"Ella... at this time, she might be sleeping."

Maybe because the Arena matches lasted longer than expected,
By the time I returned to the Academy, the sky had long since darkened.

In other words, it was time for the Academy gates to be closed.

"...The dormitory doors should be open, right?"

With anxious thoughts, I quickened my pace toward the dormitory,

And strangely, not even the usual presence of people could be felt at the Academy that day.

***

"...He left."

Really, he's such an unpredictable person.

He was the one who volunteered to stay at the Arena just a moment ago.

But just because he was worried about his sister, he immediately abandoned the evaluation and ran off like that.

Looking at him carefully, he seemed like someone who cared insanely about his family.

Even during the time when he was misunderstood as a Delinquent, he seemed to treat his mother very well...

To the point where I couldn't understand why he was so cold to his sister before.

"But why did he react like that when the story of Duke Reinhardt came up...?"

It was true that Duke Reinhardt had done something unforgivable to him.

After all, he was someone who gave such orders to his own child.

Moreover, the Duke was also Jenison's father.
It must not have felt good to be forced to live while being told he was useless by his own father.

"But... that doesn't explain such a reaction..."

An expression as if he had seen a ghost.

It wasn't a matter of hate or anything like that,
But an expression as if he had seen someone who absolutely shouldn't be here.

Even thinking about it now, it was clearly excessive.

"Then... what should we investigate now?"

"Are... are you asking me?"

"Yes, as you know, I'm not very familiar with human society, right?"

"That's... that's true, but..."

She seemed strongly reluctant to take on troublesome tasks...

Isabella couldn't refute her opinion.
As she said, she was a different species, not human.

Just a moment ago, she had come out of the Arena with me saying the smell of blood was too strong.

"Hmm!! I agree with that statement!!"

With even the heir of the Ron family saying this...

At this point, it would be stranger to refuse.

"...Alright, then please investigate what I've requested."

"Of course, where should we start?"

"Hmm... first, let's check the nearby library to find out why this Arena was created..."

So they tried to continue the investigation with a much smaller number of people than others,

But not long after that,
They realized that detailed investigation was almost impossible.

"Nothing there either?"

"That's right!! Even when I grabbed the clerk and asked, they just played dumb!!"

"...Sigh, this isn't good."

No matter how much they inquired around,
They strangely couldn't find information about the Arena.

Even after searching through library books.
Even after grabbing people around and asking.
Even after using magic to discern the truth.

They couldn't find the information they wanted anywhere.
The occasional bits they did find were only superficial information.

From the moment they tried to dig deeper into detailed information, they could no longer find any more about them.

As if someone had pressed an eraser firmly to erase all traces.

"...There's no way there's no information about such a famous place..."

"Hmm... but we can't just stay like this!!
I'll go around and ask again!!"

"I'll also use spirits to look around the area again."

"...Yes, please do."

So after the two people disappeared,
Isabella was finally left alone.

As she was wondering if choosing this place was really the right decision, something suddenly entered her field of vision.

Two people with their robes pulled down deeply.
People who were obviously advertising "I'm suspicious" to anyone who saw them.

"Are those people... going to the Arena too?"

The two people who seemed to be heading to the Arena no matter how you looked at it.

The matches had long since ended,
So she couldn't understand why they were going to such a place now.

If they were really locals, they would know the matches had ended...

"...Should I follow them?"

It might not be a bad choice.
After all, they desperately needed any information right now.

People who were obviously advertising their suspiciousness couldn't be normal people.

If such people were heading toward the Arena, their purpose would certainly not be normal either.

"The question is... can I handle those two people?"

Originally, without challenge, one cannot gain anything.

She left a simple note and
Lightly stepped on the air and flew through the void.

There were many ways to follow without being detected.

Ch.246 - Time Is Running Out, Time
Rumors.
What exactly are rumors?

In the common understanding, they're simply words that circulate among people's conversations.

But if we consider the meaning more deeply,
there's another way to interpret it.

The word "rumor" in Korean uses the characters for "place" (所) and "hear" (聞).
Interpreted literally, it means "something that is heard."

The original meaning of rumors isn't about gossip that spreads from person to person, but simply what one hears with their own ears.

So why has the meaning of rumors become distorted?

That too can be explained quite simply.

"I heard this somewhere..."

"This isn't something I should tell others... but..."

"Listen, I'm only telling you this..."

The more something circulates through people's mouths, the more accessible it becomes.

Eventually, even mere hearsay
starts to be treated as rumors.

So which family in the Empire is currently associated with the most rumors?

"Lord, we still need to handle these matters..."

"Young lady, if you wish to proceed with today's afternoon schedule..."

"Young lady, regarding the other families, we should soon..."

Everyone would unanimously give the same answer without hesitation.

Without a doubt, the Reinhardt family.

"Yes, please leave those on the table."

"I'll finish everything by then, so don't worry."

"I plan to send letters to the families I've selected soon."

Well, it wasn't particularly unusual for a famous family like one of the Four Great Houses to become entangled in such gossip.

After all, those who excel at everything
will always attract jealousy from others.

And naturally, nothing good ever comes from such people's mouths.

Of course, they couldn't directly challenge such a family.

The more jealousy a family receives,
the more it signifies their authority and power.

Even if something went wrong, these were the kinds of people who could easily make someone disappear without a trace.

So people had to find other methods.
Ways to undermine a family's authority while avoiding direct confrontation.

Whether by spreading false rumors through proxies,
or deliberately targeting those close to family members...

There were countless ways to tarnish a family's honor without direct involvement.

And now the Reinhardt family
found themselves in such a situation.

Rumors about the Reinhardt family had spread throughout the entire Empire,
to an extent that could be called nationwide.

And of course, most of these rumors were thoroughly negative.

"...Report."

"People are increasingly curious about the recent incident where our family mansion was partially destroyed."

"..."

"Additionally, regarding young master Allen's mysterious whereabouts..."

"...Sigh, we need to find his head to at least hold a funeral..."

The Reinhardt family had been entangled in various incidents recently.

Starting with the abuses of the Duke of Reinhardt
that Aria herself had revealed,

Then their mansion was half-destroyed in an instant, and the family's eldest son, Allen Reinhardt, who had been called a prodigy, disappeared without a trace.

Moreover, despite all these events, the current family head had not made a single public appearance, which was certainly enough to become gossip fodder.

"Haaah..."

"...What would you like to do?"

"...For now, the fact that I'm the family head remains a secret, understood?"

Honestly, it would come to light soon enough,
but for now, that fact needed to remain hidden.

With so many negative rumors already circulating about the Reinhardt family, if the head of the family suddenly changed...

It was impossible to predict how public opinion would be affected, and there was a risk that even the noble families under their authority might turn their backs on them.

After all, what those families feared was the Duke of Reinhardt's harsh and cold response.

"Please handle this as smoothly as possible without revealing that fact."

"By 'handle,' you mean...?"

"Find the instigator.
The one spreading these rumors."

"..."

"Even for a family as famous as ours, rumors have spread to too many people. There must be someone behind this."

Despite her young age, her judgment was far from childish.

Though she had never received heir training, she had time on her side.

While staying at Charlotte's mansion,
thinking about how to restore her family.

Even skipping the Academy, which she had never missed before.

She had gained extra time,
and with it, time for self-improvement.

Politics, etiquette, law, culture, geography, and even magic, her specialty—everything.

For someone her age, it was certainly
a grueling schedule, but...

"Young lady, perhaps you should rest now..."

"Please prepare for the next lesson."

For a girl determined to protect her family, even rest seemed like an excessive luxury.

Being insufficient herself meant the family was insufficient.
Those words, full of responsibility, remained in a corner of her heart.

And in the end, she had succeeded in growing up admirably.

Now, no one questioned her ability
to become the head of the family.

From that day on, she had visited all the branch families to explain the situation and gain their support.

Using everything at her disposal—power, knowledge, bloodline.

Well... there still seemed to be one person firmly opposed, but...

*I'm sure my brother will understand eventually.*

Even if it was difficult now, it would surely happen someday.

After all, he was a brother who always gave in to her.
Besides, it was too late to discuss this now.

"Um... Lady."

"Yes, is there something else?"

"Actually, we just received a report that a communication came from a child named Ella..."

"El...la?"

At this late hour?
Wasn't it Ella's bedtime by now?

It was a strange situation, but
she didn't feel like refusing.

It wasn't from a stranger,
but from Ella.

The grateful child who had always assisted her brother after his fall to commoner status.

Despite that, she couldn't freely befriend her due to their difference in status.

*She always tried to avoid me whenever I tried to do something for her...*

"Lady?"

"Ah... yes, do we have a communication crystal?"

"Yes, I'll bring it right away."

***

"Aria."

—...Brother?!

"What's wrong, disappointed it's me?"

—N-no, why do you have the crystal I gave to Ella...

"I have no way to contact you first, so I borrowed the one Ella had."

—.....

"Aria, I'll be brief.
Father is in the western region right now."

—...What?

"So what happened was..."

Despite talking to Aria after a long time,
I had to get straight to the point without even exchanging proper greetings.

There was no time for small talk.

Who knows what the Duke might be plotting even as we speak.

*Plus, it seems he has an accomplice now...*

I wasn't sure how many accomplices there were,
but I probably knew at least one of them.

That old man who caused a disturbance at the Arena last time,
the one who had a Reinhardt family nameplate while causing trouble.

That old man, who possessed a nameplate that couldn't be obtained without the family head's permission despite being an outsider, was likely an accomplice.

I didn't know what powers he had,
but being someone the Duke kept around meant his individual combat ability wouldn't be ordinary either.

The Duke, who was already difficult to deal with alone, now had companions.

And he seemed to be gathering only the most suspicious people.

*Since that area is Charlotte family territory... who knows what might happen if we don't handle this quickly.*

Realizing the seriousness of the situation, I immediately began explaining the current circumstances in detail.

And Aria seemed to understand as well.
I could hear her voice trembling slightly as my explanation grew longer.

She certainly seemed to have developed the judgment necessary to claim the position of family head.
Though she wouldn't have attempted it in the first place if she thought it was beyond her.

—...I understand. Thank you for telling me.

"...What will you do now?"

—I'll ascend to the family head position as quickly as possible. If father shows himself first, things will get complicated.

"...Can you move up the schedule as you please?"

—I think so, probably?

"...Alright, we'll talk more after the evaluation is over."

—Um... brother.

"...What?"

—Do you... still oppose me becoming the family head?

"..."

Oppose, huh...
To be honest, I still wanted to stop her.

She was someone I once adored like my own child,
and who would want such a person to take on the difficult position of family head?

Of course, for nobles in this era, that position was considered extremely honorable...

But to me, it just seemed like a position with a fancy title that put one's life at risk.

Well... I did understand her desire to rebuild the family.

"...I'm hanging up. We'll talk later."

Click—

With those words, I ended the communication,
and after stroking the hair of Ella who had fallen asleep, I rushed out of the room again.

It seemed I needed to finish the evaluation faster than expected.

"If I go back now and investigate alone... I could get at least thirty percent done.

I'm used to staying up all night anyway.

There wasn't much time left.
If I wanted to meet that person.

Ch.247 - A Place I've Never Seen Before.
Since the final exams weren't over yet, professors were still milling around the portal area despite it being well past closing time.

Fortunately, that made it not too difficult for me to return to the Arena. After all, using the portal required a professor's permission.

"What? You want to go back there again?"

"Yes."

"Haven't you been here for less than thirty minutes?"

"Yes."

"....."

Though the professor was giving me a sharp look, they couldn't really refuse a student who wanted to continue with their evaluation.

Eventually, the professors split into two camps—those who thought I should be allowed to go and those who didn't.

In principle, they should follow the student's wishes, but the place I wanted to go wasn't an ordinary location. It was the Arena, counted among the most dangerous places in the Empire.

"Sending a student to such a dangerous place at this hour..."

"We don't know what kind of complaints we might face later."

"Especially since this student has been getting a lot of attention lately... which will only draw more scrutiny..."

Their opinions seemed unfair to me, but I could understand their perspective. The reason nobles in this era felt comfortable sending their children to the Academy was because safety was guaranteed.

With so many prominent people gathered in one place, security was naturally tight, but recently, that security had been breached. People were probably starting to realize that the Academy wasn't completely safe after all.

The Academy was already dealing with scandals because of that incident. If something were to happen to a student who went out at night—during the Academy's performance evaluation, just like last time—the backlash wouldn't be minor. Once might be coincidence, but twice would never be seen as mere accident.

These professors were probably afraid that such backlash would affect their teaching positions. Although Academy professors were generally skilled, they wouldn't want to antagonize the nobility.

"Can't we just let the student go?"

"Well... this particular student should be fine."

"If the rumors about them are true, there's nothing to worry about."

"Not letting them go would create fairness issues too."

But for every opinion, there are opposing views. Many professors thought I should be sent immediately.

They argued that they couldn't interfere with the evaluation over something that might not even happen.

"Other students are taking risks too."

That was true—other students weren't exactly in safe situations either. From villages with strange rumors to forests crawling with magical beasts. While those were better than the criminals in the Arena, they were still dangerous.

I'd heard they tried to choose the safest routes based on students' abilities, but that couldn't guarantee complete safety. Unexpected variables could always arise.

"That's right, we can't interfere with a student's evaluation over something like this..."

"But this student is trying to go to the Arena!"

"The Arena is still a place where people live."

"Criminals live there."

"Professor Mullen!!"

"Am I wrong?!"

Just like that, the professors started shouting at each other in the middle of the night.

—Enough.

What ended the commotion was a voice that seemed to come from thin air.

A voice carried on the wind, yet somehow familiar. A beautiful voice like rolling jade beads echoed through the space.

The professors, who had been arguing just moments ago, forgot their dispute and stared into the empty air.

"Ch-Chairperson?"

—It's fine to let that student go. Please send them.

"B-but, as you know, the Arena...!!"

—I'll take responsibility if any problems arise.

"....."

"....."

...Why are you looking at me, professors? When the boss says do it, you do it.

***

Whoooosh—

With a strange roaring sound, an old man's foot stepped firmly onto the ground.

The space right behind him was visibly distorted, as if someone had forcibly pulled out the concept of space itself and twisted it.

"Phew... is this the place?"

An old man muttering to himself in a dark street.

His face wasn't clearly visible in the unlit area, but just from his voice, one could tell he was quite advanced in age. His voice was completely hoarse.

"The price wasn't too high this time."

Tap tap—
The old man dusted off his hands though nothing was on them.

With that small gesture, the distorted space behind him began to return to normal.

It felt like a disturbed water surface becoming calm again—the violently shaking concept of space finding its place once more.

"Now then... I'd like to find that child the Emperor mentioned..."

How to find them in such a vast place?

The old man looked around earnestly, but there was no way he could find what he was looking for. Even though the Emperor had narrowed down the area to near the Arena, the range was still enormous.

The surrounding land alone spanned hundreds of kilometers at least.

If he included all the nearby houses in his search area, it would be even more.

"Hmm, did I come too unprepared? I don't have much left to offer as payment."

Whoooosh—

"Maybe I should just go back... Hmm?"

As the old man was stroking his chin and considering returning, something registered in his senses.

A distortion in space identical to the one he had ridden here.

"For space to be distorted to this degree..."

There were only two possibilities.

Either a force strong enough to distort space was being compressed, or a passage connecting spaces was being created, like the one he had just made.

Of course, this phenomenon might not have been created by a single person, but...

"Either way... this should be interesting."

Whatever was there, it didn't seem like it would cause him any harm.

"Life is all about equivalent exchange anyway."

Where there's danger, there's an equal amount of excitement and fun.

The old man cackled for quite some time in the empty darkness.

In an instant, as silence fell, the old man's presence completely vanished.

He left behind only a golden badge with the sun emblem, symbol of the Imperial family, dropped on the ground.

"Let's go see what kind of person might become my successor."

***

Meanwhile, in the dark underground prison of the Arena, unaware of what was happening outside,

In what looked at first glance like a torture chamber, numerous criminals were each occupying their own spaces.

Unlike other detention facilities, the people residing down here were those whose executions were drawing near.

They were lives to be sacrificed for the show—people who had to sacrifice their lives to entertain others.

"Hey, old man."

"....."

"Still silent? Well, that's fine. It's been over three years since we met."

"....."

"But this isn't right, is it?"

Their treatment was far from good. Well, it would be strange for death row inmates to receive good treatment anyway.

Everyone here had committed crimes so heinous they deserved to be called human trash.

Most of them would lose their lives soon enough.

"How do they expect us to survive on this dog food, huh?!"

"...No one said you should survive."

"...What?!"

"No one wants you to survive. Do you understand?"

The culture of feeding the condemned well before death—"even a ghost looks better after a good meal"—had long been abolished.

That saying applied to cows and pigs that remained useful even after death.

It didn't apply to humans. No matter how hungry one was, eating people wasn't an option.

"Y-you son of a bitch...!!"

"...Stop it and come back in."

"Big bro?!!"

"Shut up, you idiot...!!"

"Mmph?!"

"The boss is sleeping...!!"

"The boss is sleeping." With just those few words, the man who had been demanding better food suddenly fell silent.

The same was true for the other death row inmates.

Everyone here knew what the word "boss" meant.

And they knew that waking him while he was sleeping would lead to nothing good.

Although the man called "boss" was currently isolated in a separate cell...

"He's a madman who'll come running out if you make too much noise...!"

"I-is that true?"

"Yes, so please be quiet..."

Whoooosh—

"....??"

"W-what's that sound?"

"...I don't know. Did you make it?"

"I... I think it came from the isolation cell..."

"...He's not awake, is he?"

And now, the space inside the dark isolation cell where he was kept began to distort.

***

"...What is this? I don't recognize this place..."

"I don't recognize you either."

"....?"

"...Are you perhaps the one that pink-hair mentioned?"

Ch.248 - Master (1)
*Cough, spit.*

The damp stone floor.
Green moss growing between the black stone walls.

An environment clearly unsuitable for human habitation.

Yet the bloody phlegm from moments ago proved someone was indeed living here.

"...Haaah."

Well, it wasn't completely wrong.
Technically, there was a person living here.

"It's suffocating as hell in here, damn it."

But that didn't make this place any more suitable for human habitation.

No matter how much he complained about his discomfort through monologues,

The cold stone floor without a single vent
Only offered stale, suffocating air in return.

Being confined here was itself a crime.
A prison for those who committed serious offenses.

That's what the Arena's solitary cell was.
A cruel room mainly used for criminals who needed to be killed one way or another.

Once someone entered that place,
They would surely die in the next match, which is why

Inmates sometimes called it the death room—a dark, solitary cell.

"How many days has it been now? I've lost track of time..."

Well, it might sound like a coincidental rumor,

But in reality, no prisoner who entered solitary
Had survived long in their next match.

Damp stone floor, a structure that allowed no proper light.

The air was also extremely hot and stuffy,
And the space was barely large enough for one person to live in.

Could someone who spent about a month in such a place fight properly?

Especially in an important match where their life was at stake.

"...Since I've been outside once, I should count today as day one."

It was absolutely impossible.
Even if that person were superhuman.

If at least proper meals were provided, it might be different,
But those in solitary didn't even receive that much.

No matter who they were, once in solitary, they received no proper treatment.

The inmates were essentially livestock.
Livestock herded by guards and raised by the Arena master.

But the livestock here were all criminals by nature.

And they had committed crimes severe enough
To warrant death sentences.

To compare them to animals, they were like wolves with their wild instincts intact.

And since ancient times, there was usually only one way to tame animals.

—Aaaargh!!!
—L-let go of Chunsik, you bastards!!
—What are you saying, criminal scum?
—Did you think we'd let Chunsik go if you asked?!

"...Those bastards never get tired of it, here they go again."

Instilling fear,
Implanting the idea that one must never resist.

No matter what animal, this process was necessary for proper taming.

And animals that seemed impossible to tame had to be disposed of immediately.

If they acted on their own and caused harm,
It would be a serious problem.

That's why the Arena master ordered all guards:

Never treat prisoners in solitary
With any human dignity.

They were discarded livestock not worth treating well,

And they could serve as examples to other prisoners.

The moment you fall out of the Arena master's favor,
You'll receive such inhumane treatment.

And the current occupant of that solitary cell hadn't changed for about five years.

"Damn it, I'm too angry to die."

It was the Arena master who gave him the nickname "Black Mule."

Meaning he was as tenacious as a mule,
And resistant to disease and pests.

Well, even if they wanted to change the example, he wouldn't die, so they couldn't fill the solitary cell with other prisoners.

And it would be awkward to take back the order
To send him to solitary.

An ordinary person would have died long ago.
The cell wasn't designed for long-term survival in the first place.

It was a room made for death from the beginning.

How long could a person survive
In a room without ventilation?

Originally, the Arena master thought his lifespan would be at most half a year.

Of course, he was still alive even now.

"Haa...damn, I was breathing such fresh air until just now, and now this stuffy air is so fu—"

*Whoooosh*

"...What the hell?"

At that moment, space distorted and a loud noise was heard.

From there, the cold, fresh air he had been enjoying
Started flowing in.

Not the hot, stuffy air of this underground place,

But cool, fresh air like the breeze you'd feel above ground.

"...There's no magic circle anywhere, so it's not magic... a portal?"

He didn't know who the idiot was,

But seeing someone voluntarily enter such a damp prison, he thought they couldn't be in their right mind.

Someone using such a high-grade magical tool
Wouldn't have made a mistake with coordinates.

They even entered precisely into this narrow solitary cell.

"...They're crazy. Why would anyone want to come here?"

He thought he had already killed everyone who was after him.

Words that would have made uninformed people back away in horror.

He didn't bother saying the rest out loud,
And immediately stood up to take a fighting stance.

He was ready to kill whoever came through in one go.

After all, anyone deliberately coming to a place like this couldn't possibly be an ordinary person.

*Whoooosh*

With his hand sharpened like a blade,
He continued waiting for the intruder.

Finally, a figure emerged gradually from the distorted space.

*Small build, a boy soldier?*

The boy, who had now fully appeared, quickly looked around and then immediately turned his gaze back to the man in front of him,

And the man momentarily admired
The boy's attitude.

*...He seems to have some fighting experience.
Looking to see if I have weapons first.*

For someone not yet an adult,
He assessed the situation remarkably quickly.

And the way he approached without hesitation suggested he knew who the man was.

It was strange from the beginning that he had deliberately opened a portal to where the man was staying.

*...Does this child have business with me?*

As he was thinking that was a bit odd,

Something flashed through his mind.
The recent incident where he agreed to take care of a child.

"...Ah, shit."

"....?"

"You're the kid that pink-hair mentioned?!"

Took you long enough, you bastard.

It was quite an inappropriate first meeting for a future master and disciple.





***





If asked to name the true masters in my life, I would choose only three without hesitation.

Even though I've lived countless lives,
It doesn't mean I've had many people worth calling true masters to learn from.

My surroundings were full of trash.
Garbage who used and exploited people without hesitation.

So I didn't have many people to choose from.

At most, just my parents and
My swordsmanship master.

Even though his motives for taking me in were somewhat impure, he was quite a proper master.

I ended up killing him with my own hands in the end,
But even then, he closed his eyes worrying about me.

Well, I didn't particularly hate him either.

Of course, I never took another master after that.

There was no point teaching a child with an adult's brain
The knowledge meant for children.

And it was annoying to take someone younger than me as my master.

Yes, that's how it was, but...

"...You want me to call you Master?"

"Yeah, aren't you here to learn fighting from me?"

"..."

Finding it awkward to deny it,
I kept my mouth shut without answering,

And a fist came down on the top of my head with an expression that said I was being impudent.

And at an incredibly fast speed too.

*Whack*

"...!!"

"Oh, you don't cry out?
You're somewhat perceptive, aren't you?"

How could I make a sound?
It's obvious this is a prison.

"Yeah, yeah, but you can talk loudly."

Our voices won't be heard outside anyway.

*CRASH*

As if to prove his point, he suddenly started punching the wall,

And with a tremendous sound of destruction,
Smoke rose from the wall.

Yet despite this, there was no commotion from outside.

"....."

"Wondering how I did that? Hm?"

"Yes."

"...You're honest, damn it."

Perhaps he wanted me to lie,
He immediately stopped his chuckling and removed the playfulness from his expression.

At the same time, he brought his thumb and index finger together to form a circle.

As if he was going to show me something.

"Look carefully, can't you see anything?"

"....?"

*Woong*

There was...something.
A blue membrane made of energy.

It was a transparent, pure-colored membrane that looked like it would produce soap bubbles if you blew into it.

"Is that...mana?"

"Yeah."

"....."

"Wondering how I made this?"

"...Yes."

If nothing else, mana wasn't something that could be handled with such delicacy and precision.

It was impossible to forge such a thin layer of energy that could cause a massive explosion if handled incorrectly.

"Hehehe...look at your face,
You really want to know, don't you?"

"....."

"Well, too bad."

I'm not going to tell you.

That was like a bolt from the blue for me.

Ch.249 - Master (2)
"Why should I be your teacher?"

"W-What?"

"Even if I had free time, maybe, but I'm quite busy right now, you know?"

You can see that, can't you?

Faced with his sneering smile that seemed to mock me, I couldn't say anything in response.

Setting aside his reluctance to be my teacher, it was true that he was incredibly busy right now.

After all, no death row inmate would be unoccupied during competition hours.

This was a competition where one might lose a limb at minimum, or even their life at worst.

Besides, as you could see, he was confined in this cramped prison cell.

A damp stone prison with poor ventilation. Even normal people would go insane if kept in such a place for too long.

Judging by the moss growing here and there, it seemed quite old...

"....."

"What's with that pitying look?"

When I gazed at him with a slightly sympathetic expression, he seemed to notice immediately and met my eyes with displeasure.

Well, what could I do? Anyone would look at someone in this place with some pity.

"If you're so eager to get beaten up, keep making that face."

"....."

"That's better."

Having successfully changed my expression, he sat back down with satisfaction.

As I stood there with nowhere to sit, he looked at me again and suddenly extended his hand.

"Hand it over."

"Pardon?"

"The Duke wouldn't have sent you empty-handed. Whatever it is, give it to me."

"Ah..."

Only then did I take out the letter of recommendation I had carefully folded and placed it in his rough hand.

He slowly read through it, occasionally glancing up at my face.

"This guy is supposed to be that good?"

He doesn't look it at all...

He continued muttering something while calmly reading through the entire recommendation.

Despite his long hair getting in the way of his vision, he didn't complain once.

Like someone who had become completely accustomed to this life.

"Well... I understand why you came looking for me."

"....."

"And I think I know why the Duke recommended you to me."

His head nodded vigorously as if he understood everything, but with his wild, long hair, he looked like some ghost girl nodding her head.

As his swinging hair swept toward my face, he spoke again.

"But as you can see, I'm not in an environment where I can teach you right now."

"It does seem that way."

"Disrespectful brat, at times like this you should just nod and say 'yes.'"

"...Yes."

"Now you say 'yes'? Just keep doing what you were doing before, you punk."

"....."

Damned if I do, damned if I don't—what does he want from me?

When I looked at him with subtle discontent, he somehow sensed it and tried to poke my eye.

The space was already so cramped I couldn't even dodge properly.

"Tsk... you actually managed to dodge all of that."

"...How could I not dodge when you're trying to poke my eye?"

"Shut it. Back in my day, we grew up taking hits like that."

"....."

"From what I can see, you don't seem like the type to cry over getting poked in the eye once."

"Well, that's..."

"Be quiet. You sure talk back a lot to someone who's going to be your teacher."

"...Teacher?"

"Yes, I'll do it... What, you don't want that?"

"No... that's not it, but..."

Just a moment ago he was saying he couldn't do it...

He was truly unpredictable.

Even a three-year-old wouldn't be this capricious.

*Though I'm not in a position to refuse...*

"Wait, you're thinking something strange again, aren't you?"

*Damn it...*

Somehow he could read my thoughts as if he could see right through me.

Thanks to that, I ended up having to offer my eye obediently.

If I were offering it to a beautiful woman, that would be one thing, but my opponent was a middle-aged man with a gruff voice who looked like a beggar... really.

Some might think I'm being harsh, but his current appearance truly deserved the description "beggar-like."

Due to sweating profusely in the stuffy room, his body emitted a foul odor.

His hair was greasy and shiny.

Well, I suppose it's unreasonable to expect such facilities to be provided to criminals.

Besides, they were death row inmates. They likely didn't even enjoy the few rights that ordinary criminals had.

*But why did he change his mind about teaching me in such a situation?*

In this environment, he should barely have the motivation to move actively, let alone teach me.

"Hmm..."

"....."

"Don't look at me like that. It's just a whim, that's all."

"...A whim?"

"Yes, and besides, there's the Duke's request too."

"....."

"I've been bored out of my mind lately, so this is actually fortunate."

"....."

"Why are you looking at me like I'm some lonely old man?! You'll understand when you've lived a bit longer, kid!!"

How full of joy the world is, and how boring this place is.

"....."

"That look again."

"Aaagh!"

"Don't make that expression in front of me anymore, it's annoying."

"W-What expression did I make?"

"The one that says 'Has this old man gone senile?' Stop it!!"

Since I couldn't possibly tell him that I had lived far longer than someone like him,

I, who was still outwardly much younger, had no choice but to continue offering up one of my eyes.

...Senile old man.

***

"First... well, I need to see your skills somehow..."

"....."

"The place isn't ideal, but if you're okay with it, come at me."

As he started boasting that he would definitely win and just wanted to check my skills, I slowly raised my head again.

My eyes were already half-swollen like chestnuts, but fighting in such a small space wasn't much of a problem.

In this tiny room where just a few steps forward with an outstretched hand would touch the opposite wall,

I could reach my opponent just by extending my arm.

The lack of space to move around was certainly frustrating,

But at this close range, my sword would definitely reach him first.

"Have we... started?"

"Sure, attack me however you want."

The man who had been staring at me intently had no weapon in his hands,

While I could create a weapon with just a slight movement of my hand.

No matter how strong he was, I clearly had the advantage when it came to weapons.

Especially at this ultra-close range where a single hand movement could reach the opponent's neck.

"...Can I really attack?"

"Of course. Do you think I'd let a greenhorn like you kill me?"

"....."

"I don't know who's worried about whom here. Don't worry and just come at me."

His gesture clearly showed that he considered me an amateur.

This was an unfamiliar situation for me, who had grown up experiencing all sorts of hardships.

Until now, I had always been the one looking out for others.

I had been tested by others before, but I had never been dismissed like this.

In a way, it was like having a new experience.

*Well... that doesn't mean I think he'll go easy on me.*

"If you're not going to make a move, I'll go first."

"What? What do you—"

Crack—
Crunch—

The signal to begin training was none other than the sound of my cheekbone sinking in.

***

Grrrrrr—
Screeeech—

"So, this time they're truly well-trained, right?"

"Yes, we've used every method at our disposal."

"Hmm... so they still maintain their wild nature but will definitely follow my orders?"

"That's... correct, but..."

"...But?"

"Well, it seemed impossible to fully tame them within the timeframe, so we used a bit of a shortcut."

"...Shortcut? What's that?"

"We applied a minor brainwashing spell. I have an acquaintance who works at a magic tool shop."

"You brainwashed all these vermin? What kind of content?"

"They'll obey any order from the person holding this magic tool, similar to the principle of a queen's pheromones."

"...Is that even possible? As far as I know, brainwashing targeting multiple living beings doesn't last very long."

"Based on our experiments, we believe it will last at least through one match."

"....Hmm."

"That's all you need to achieve your purpose, isn't it, Arena Master?"

"Hmm... that's true..."

"With this horde at your command, you should be able to kill that man now."

"....."

"If this doesn't satisfy you, we have no other methods to offer..."

"...Fine, I'll handle the payment myself."

"Thank you, then I'll..."

A gold tooth gleamed as lips curled into a smile in the darkness.

He looked like the very embodiment of greed and malice,

But the Arena Master thought this appearance was his charm.

In this barren land, the fact that he alone was fat would make others realize his wealth.

"Tsk... useless breeders. Getting paid but doing nothing..."

Tap tap—
Screeeech—

"...Well, this should be enough to kill him."

The mule had lived long enough. It was time for slaughter.

Ch.250 - Master (3)
Just to be clear, I'm not going to be reproducing any copyrighted material. I'll translate the Korean text you provided according to your instructions.

I should mention that while I'm trying to move forward, if you have any concerns about the text being potentially copyrighted material, please let me know.

For now, here's the translation of the text you provided:

Just to be clear,
the space I was in right now was quite narrow, but not so much that I couldn't move at all.

From what I could tell, it was roughly the size of a studio apartment.

It seemed a bit cramped, but as long as I didn't make any large movements, I could still move around a little without much trouble.

Besides, there was no need to make big movements unless I was consciously trying to.

CRASH—

"Kuhuk..!"

"What's this? If you're struggling this much already, what are you planning to do?"

But in combat, things were a bit different.

Big movements? Unnecessary motion?
Who has time to think about such things?

Unless there was an overwhelming difference in skill, like between a novice and a master,
there's usually no time to think about anything else during combat.

Even if you had the luxury to think, you shouldn't be thinking about other things anyway.

It's already hard enough to focus on reading your opponent's next move,

how could you possibly focus on minimizing your own movements?

Tak—

After adjusting my grip on the dagger to a reverse hold,
I immediately slashed toward his neck, but...

Before that, his hand was already touching my elbow.

Given human anatomy, no amount of effort or will can overcome the range limitations of a joint.

And if one move is blocked, naturally you have to give up that move.

"..Damn it—"

CRASH—

Once again my vision flipped,
and an overwhelming pain spread across my entire face.

"Are you lacking experience in close-quarters combat? Hmm..."

"You... crazy old man... kuk..."

"I've been hearing this for a while now,
your manner of speaking to your master is quite terrible."

Well, I'll forgive you for now.

As he finished speaking, he flipped his long hair and raised his foot high.

Instinctively sensing what he was about to do,
I immediately rolled my body and pressed myself against the wall to avoid him.

CRASH—
Crack—

"Hey, how dare you dodge that!!
I didn't reinforce the floor with qi!!"

"Huu... hu..."

"Haah... looks like I have to fix this too..."

After touching my face, which was too distorted to be described as merely contorted,
I caught my breath and looked again at the spot where smoke was rising from the recent impact.

The stone floor was deeply cratered—hard to believe it was done by someone so skinny.

For a moment I wondered if it was an illusion,
but the hot stone fragments in my palm made it impossible to doubt.

With such tremendous strength,
I wondered why he hadn't escaped from here in the first place...

"....."

"Hm? Hey, what are you staring at?"

I closed my mouth as I noticed additional stone flooring visible inside the crater.

Well, he was the one who had completely destroyed that giant, after all...

It was strange that they would allow someone to move so freely in prison.

Even if they had some weakness that would prevent him from harming himself.

*The person who designed this prison must have known about his strength...*

Otherwise, what madman would think to fill at least tens of meters with such large stones?

*Without even using mana, he shattered stones this size with just one kick...*

For people who could use magic, such a massive prison would be useless anyway.

Whether for formality or just for show,
making a prison like this was incredibly inefficient.

It would be far more efficient to lay mana-blocking materials around the area.

Or at least keep him restrained while locked up in prison for a long time.

"Tsk, getting out of breath after just one punch, what a..."

I thought I was doing my best in this limited space,

but apparently my performance fell short of his expectations.

Even now, as he pushed back his long bangs, he was openly showing his disappointment in me.

"....."

Well, it's not like I could argue against that.

Normally I would have said something in my defense,
but right now it wasn't a joke—it really couldn't be helped.

Even though what I was holding was a dagger, its essence was still that of a sword.

And the greatest advantage of a sword is the variety of attack methods it offers.

In fact, because of this versatility,
people often refer to the sword as the king of all weapons.

"Haah..."

"What's wrong? Don't tell me you're giving up already?"

"...No, it's not that."

However, that only applies when you have enough space.

In a place like this where there's barely enough room to swing a sword, no matter what kind of sword you wield, it can't exert its full power.

Naturally, the power of all attacks—swinging, slashing, striking down—would be diminished.

And on top of that,
I had to face this superhuman who could shatter stone floors with his bare body.

In this confined space where it was impossible to create distance from an opponent using fists.

Well... the ceiling was high enough that I could still do downward slashes and thrusts.

But there was no way my opponent would just stand there and take such obvious attacks.

I had literally become nothing more than a punching bag with good impact response.

*And this person seems used to fighting in places like this...*

I could pride myself on having fought in many battles,
but those were all conventional fights.

All the places I had fought in until now were spacious areas, not cramped spaces like this.

It was strange enough that I, who had worked as an assassin, would appear boldly before an opponent.

Fighting an enemy face-to-face at such close quarters was equally strange.

Naturally, I had less experience with this compared to him.

SLASH—

"Augh..!"

"Why are you getting distracted again?"

And another problem:
I couldn't see his attacks.

If his punches were too fast for my eyes to follow, I could at least understand that...

Surprisingly, his fists moved at a speed that my eyes could vaguely track.

I don't know if he was going easy on me, but compared to the formidable opponents I'd faced before, his speed wasn't that difficult to handle.

I might not be able to dodge everything,
but somehow it seemed like I should be able to avoid some attacks.

Yes, normally I would.

THWACK—

"Again, what keeps distracting you, huh?!"

"When did I get distracted..!"

SMACK—

"Again!"

Even though I could clearly see his fist moving,

both earlier and now, I couldn't avoid his punches.

I knew the starting point but couldn't predict the destination.

I couldn't explain exactly what was happening,
but if I had to describe it, that comparison seemed most appropriate.

His fist, which I was certain would come toward my abdomen, was suddenly striking my temple,

and his foot, which I thought would hit my shin,
was suddenly striking my head.

If I couldn't even see the timing of his attacks, that would be one thing,

but to know the timing and still get hit like this was absolutely maddening.

And even now, my attacks were only going in limited directions...

It would be a lie to say I wasn't frustrated.
I was, incredibly frustrated.

"Haa... haa..."

"Haaaam..." *yawning*

After exchanging a few more blows,
I could only sit in place, gasping for breath.

Meanwhile, he was leaning against the wall, yawning comfortably, without any sign of injury or fatigue.

It was clear who was the winner and who was the loser.

"I thought the Duke had sent someone decent since it was his direct recommendation... but what is this?"

"Huu... hu..."

"Your endurance and eyes seem pretty good...
but besides that, you don't seem like much."

When I saw his ankle approach me, I raised my dagger once more and struck downward,

but my dagger only struck the stone floor with a thud.
He had already noticed my action and pulled his foot back long ago.

And now, that foot had reached just below my chin.

THWACK—

"Kuheuuk..."

"...Well, I'll at least praise your tenacity."

That's all.

With those words, my vision flipped again,
and his body came down firmly on top of mine as I fell completely backward.

"Hmm..."

"Kuheo... heo..."

"I think it's about time you calmed down.
What circumstances are making you struggle so desperately?"

A body so heavy it was hard to believe it belonged to such a skinny frame.

For a moment, it felt like a large, solid piece of metal had landed on me rather than a human.

Metal that must have weighed at least several dozen geun.

"From what I can see, you look quite young.
Being obsessed with revenge will prevent you from doing anything else in the future."

"....."

"You might think I'm being presumptuous... but just keep that in mind."

I wanted to snap back that he really was being presumptuous...

But the look in his eyes contained such deep regret.

I had never seen such despair in those black pupils before.

So I didn't press the issue.
There was no point in explaining my situation to him since he wouldn't understand anyway.

Besides, it's not my style to provoke someone who's already wounded.

"...By the way, how old are you?
Looking at you up close, you seem even younger."

"....."

"Well... your fighting style isn't that of a knight, but someone like you would probably have other families clamoring for marriage arrang—"

As a side note, after hearing my age, he changed his evaluation of me.

From "a guy with nothing going for him except tenacity and endurance" to "crazy lucky bastard."

Ch.251 - Master (End)
After the excessive skill test ended,
he began to point out my weaknesses one by one.

He said that while I was quite good for my age, I wasn't paying attention to each individual movement.

He told me to work on completely shaking off certain movements that seemed ingrained in my body.

He started pointing out habits I wasn't even aware of myself.

Despite being completely exhausted from the violence disguised as training and barely able to move, his sharp voice was still hammering clearly into my ears.

Though I hadn't mentioned it out loud,
I had thought my stamina had improved somewhat.

Looking at this situation, I could only think I still had a long way to go.

I felt like I'd gone through much more grueling training in the past...

Yet here I was now, sprawled out flat on my back, only able to catch my breath.

*Damn it, this is so...*

"Are you cursing at me?"

"....."

"This bastard's avoiding my eyes. Must have been cursing."

"...I wasn't... s...sir."

"...Just call me Khan, don't force yourself to say words that won't come out."

"Yes, Khan."

"Damn, look at how quickly you change your attitude.
Even while resting exhausted, your mouth doesn't take a break, huh?"

"...In this environment, I doubt proper rest is possible anyway."

Since he wasn't bothering me anymore,
this could technically be called a rest period.

But lying flat on my back on the floor, I began to question whether this could really be called a rest period at all.

The humid space made me sweat literally like rainfall.

And this stone floor, rough all over without a single smooth spot, had been grating on my nerves the whole time.

It was a place where proper rest was impossible even if I tried.

*...Ah, this is so damn hard.*

I didn't want to curse if I could help it...
but seeing my sweat-soaked body, curses just came out naturally.

Though I didn't say them out loud, of course.

Even this brief uncomfortable rest in a place where I felt like I might die from discomfort,
made me start to think the man acting completely unfazed in front of me was somewhat impressive.

As if finding my gaze irritating, he turned his back to me and began tidying his hair, which had long since become disheveled.

*...It might be better to just cut it off.*

"...What's with that look?"

"...It's nothing. By the way, can you tell what my looks mean just by seeing them?"

"Sort of? I can't tell exactly, but I can make some guesses."

Why, can't you do this?

Though he answered somewhat playfully, I knew better.

This wasn't an ability that could be dismissed so casually.

Reading expressions and inferring their meaning might be possible for anyone skilled in reading human psychology.

But understanding someone's intentions through just a gaze, without any conversation, was nearly impossible.

Reading psychology requires more than just observing gazes.

The trembling of pupils, the speed of heartbeats.
Occasionally, behaviors like leg shaking and so on.

Human psychology could only be read by carefully observing each and every reaction of the other person.

Even people skilled in reading psychology always start with conversation.

*But this person talks about it like it's child's play...*

"What, don't believe me?"

"...How did you know that too?"

"You're just staring at me so obviously. Who wouldn't notice that?"

He kept insisting that anyone with two functioning eyes could do it,

but from the time I'd been lying flat on the floor gasping for breath,
his head had never once turned toward me.

In other words, without ever looking at me, he had understood the meaning of my gaze and was now teasing me like this...

*Is that...even possible?*

Well, if he used magic, it would be easy as pie...

But I had never sensed any sign of him using magic.

If he had used even a little magic,
the mana around us wouldn't be this calm.

And there's no way someone could skillfully use such a useless magic that expands the caster's field of vision.

*No sane person would learn such magic.*

"Hey."

"...Yes."

"Why the delayed response? What were you thinking about again?"

"...I really wasn't thinking anything."

Just a slightly delayed response, and immediately suspicious eyes turned toward me.

A death row inmate should be used to others' curses,
so I was starting to wonder why he was so sensitive about being cursed at.

His thick lips, positioned between his long hair, opened once more.

"Really? By the way, I think it's about time for you to leave now?"

"...What?"

It was still the dark night hours when the moon would be high in the sky.

An order to leave without any warning.

***

Tap tap tap tap—

"Haa... huff..."

In the early night, when moonlight still illuminated the streets.

At that late hour when everyone would be in their cozy beds, a dark figure was rushing across the streets.

"...That crazy old man."

As the boy's words began, sounding like he was grinding something between his teeth,
his youthful voice echoed through the streets despite his rapid pace.

The bright moonlight shone on his hair, which had been pitch black just moments ago.

Though despite this, the boy's body remained as dark as could be.

"Silence Shadow"

A magic I had learned thinking it might come in handy someday,

perfect for hiding from enemies or
when needing to do something that shouldn't be noticed.

Well, the downside was that during the spell's duration, a black shadow kept rippling before my eyes...

"This is more than enough to be grateful for."

Since it was far better than being caught as an illegal intruder and immediately detained,

I had no complaints about this situation.
Rather, I should consider myself fortunate it ended this way.

*If a student was found talking with a death row inmate inside a prison...*

I would immediately be branded an intruder, and the Academy would receive an official letter too.

Saying that their student seemed to be in cahoots with a death row inmate,
asking if they had sent the student to help the prisoner escape.

Of course, even thinking about it now, the professors wouldn't have deliberately sent me into that prison, so there was little chance of the Academy being involved...

But if that happened, the Academy would no longer have any justification to protect me.

Moreover, I had teammates I was working with now...
so I didn't want to get caught and make a big deal out of it.

"No, if he knew how to break the wall, couldn't he just come out and leave the cleanup to others?"

I still can't forget it.
Openly punching the wall to make a big hole and then saying...

CRASH—

*'Hey, it's done. Get out quickly.'*

*'...What is this...'*

*'Ah, no time. Aren't you leaving quickly?!'*

*'...You mean... now?'*

*'Yes, now!! If you don't fix what I pointed out when you come back next time, you'll die by my hands, got it?!'*

...like that.

With that kind of strength, I would have thought he could try something even if someone had leverage over him.

I didn't think someone with that level of power wouldn't have subordinates either...

Couldn't he just cause some trouble and have his subordinates remove the leverage?

Even if it was someone precious to him,
he could just secretly evacuate them.

"...Maybe I'll look into it separately later."

Anyway, I'd have to sneak in and out of that place for a while.

I had also received some items to prepare for that, so access should be a bit easier from now on.

"Now that it's come to this, I should map out the Arena's internal structure."

The people who had been suspicious and following me earlier seemed to have calmed down now,

so it was time to accomplish my original purpose for coming here.

The reason I was able to come here in the first place was because of the Academy's evaluation.

Originally, I had planned to drag things out as much as possible to continue receiving training from Khan, but...

*If Reinhardt is here, I can't do that.*

It's not just anyone, but that meticulous person wouldn't have entered another family's territory alone without any plan.

No matter how strong he is,
making an entire ducal family an enemy would be burdensome.

He must have some scheme for coming here...

*...Let's try to find him first,
there shouldn't be any tracking at this hour anyway.*

And I can memorize the Arena's internal structure while I'm at it.

Two birds with one stone.

***

SMACK—
THUD—

-Urgh..!

-How many times have I told you not to move since earlier, huh?!

"Ahh~ That feels good!!"

"Bl...Blackie..!!"

"Little one, don't cry.
He needs to get hit sometimes."

"Wh...why?"

"...Boys grow up by getting hit, don't ask more."

"U...um, but Blackie looks like he's in a lot of pain..."

"It's fine, that guy is actually quite tough despite how he looks."

"....."

"...If it's hard to watch, why don't you cheer him on?"

"...Cheer, yes!"

With those words, the black-haired girl really started waving both hands and cheering at the top of her lungs.

Meanwhile, the ash dragon who had suggested the cheering could only sigh.

*Aren't spirits supposed to have some intelligence? What's wrong with this one?*

"G...go Blackie...!!"

"...Haa, what a fate I have.
How did I end up with these guys...hm?"

While stroking the little one's hair as her vision shook in real-time,

her tail suddenly twitched.

"...What kind of bastard is doing this crazy shit in the human world?"

The senses of the dragon, more familiar with demonic energy than anyone else,
suddenly perked up.

Ch.252 - Awareness
*Rustle rustle*—

Meanwhile, turning back time a little.
Under this dark night sky, a girl with hair as blue as the clear sky was walking along a path.

Ahead of her were two men with black robes pulled down low over their heads, hurrying their steps.

Even though the sky had grown so dark.

*The Duke is going so far... where is he heading?*

She had only intended to follow for a very short while, but now, looking back, she realized how far she had come.

Before she knew it, the sky had grown completely dark, not just twilight, and she was starting to feel anxious.

*The others must be waiting...*

Her reason was telling her that she should turn back immediately,

But her heart had no desire to do so.

*If I could tell Jenison what the Duke is doing...*

Though she wasn't showing it openly, she still felt guilty toward Jenison.

No matter how deliberately he had deceived her, she had essentially mistreated her fiancé for all that time.

It would be strange if that guilt disappeared easily.

That was also why she was currently following the Duke.

Given the circumstances, Jenison and the Duke couldn't possibly get along. No child in this world would respect a father who chose to sell them to preserve the family.

It was essentially choosing the family over the child.

If she could just tip Jenison off about the Duke's whereabouts or actions...

*Maybe I could ease my guilt a little.*

Besides, she was a magician.
One considered among the most excellent of her peers.

She could make herself invisible,
fly silently through the air without her footsteps being heard,

And even track traces continuously.
In a way, she was also someone specialized in surveillance.

Moreover, she was extremely cautious by nature,
so she had naturally prepared escape routes long ago.

*Now I just need to follow quietly and observe what he's doing...*

However, she currently couldn't narrow the distance between them easily.

Her instinct was warning her.
If she entered that man's territory somehow... she would die instantly.

It felt like entering a predator's domain,
as if he was deliberately letting her be.

It was fine up to this point,
but if she crossed this line, he would kill her.

It felt as if an invisible line had been drawn between her and the Duke.

*Come to think of it, someone of the Duke's caliber... would surely notice me...*

Though she was confident in her own abilities,
her opponent was the Reinhardt Duke.

A Sword Master said to possess military-level power single-handedly.
One of the few powerhouses in the Empire.

Following such a person any further was impossible even for her.

*But if I stay this far away, I can't hear anything...*

She couldn't retreat without gaining anything.

After wracking her brain for a while, she finally came up with a special measure.

A way to successfully shadow him without shedding any blood.

***

The dark night sky is familiar.

It's good for hiding,
and convenient for moving carefully.

Having lived in darkness for most of my life,
there was no hesitation in my steps.

And my ability to scout the surroundings continued to improve.

I had already thoroughly examined this place during the day.
Just because it was a bit darker now didn't mean I wouldn't recognize it.

In the past, I had easily navigated places much darker and more treacherous than this.

*Compared to caves or dark rooftops, these streets are heaven.*

Tap tap tap tap—

For a while, only my footsteps echoed in the darkness,

And during that time, except for a few houses with lights on and some street lamps, no other lights were visible.

Like embers in a pile of ashes.

"Even if it's bedtime for most people, was the street always this quiet?"

Despite straining my ears due to an uneasy feeling, the area near the Arena was eerily quiet.
I could hear people's voices intermittently from far away, but...

The guards who had been at the entrance must have gone home, because despite wandering around the Arena for quite some time, I couldn't sense any human presence.

I had expected to at least feel the presence of a caretaker.

*...Did they go home? Without any shift change?*

Unlike other places, the Arena was a famous tourist attraction known even in foreign countries.

Sometimes even nobles from other countries visited it, so it was a very popular place. It seemed strange that such a place would close so early.

Normally, they would be desperate to make every penny they could.
It would be impossible unless they were extremely confident in their business.

*...Well, if it's the Arena, they probably don't worry about money...*

Rumor had it that they had enough money to fill a room with gold coins and still have some left over,

So it seemed likely that they had accumulated enormous wealth.

Even if all those rumors were exaggerated,
they were still based on some truth.

Moreover, their main clientele were people who considered the annual salary of dozens of commoners as mere entertainment money, so they must have accumulated considerable wealth.

Even if those people didn't bet,
there was also an entrance fee.

Of course, for us as Academy students, that entrance fee was waived,

But that wouldn't apply to others.
In a way, we had saved quite a lot of money throughout yesterday and today.

*...Maybe they just closed early.*

Anyway, the night was still dark,
and I had plenty of time left.

I decided to look around a bit more.

*I need to finish this damn exploration completely.*

As I said, the night was still long,
and so was the time I had to spend here.

***

Even after circling around the Arena once,

I couldn't sense any human presence around the Arena.

While the distant residential area was
so noisy.

During the day, it had been so loud with people's cheers,
but at night, it was as quiet as a grave.

I almost doubted whether this was really the same Arena that had been so noisy with people's cheers.

*Even at night, it shouldn't be this quiet...?*

As the saying goes, "birds hear daytime talk, mice hear nighttime talk,"

It was a proven fact that sounds carried better at night than during the day.

Even if there were no people around,
at least some insect sounds should be audible.

But no sound came from this area.
As if the air itself had been completely blocked around here.

*...Something definitely happened.*

From my brief look around, nothing seemed particularly strange.

But still, this level of
silence was slightly problematic.

It also didn't make sense that there wasn't a single person on duty in this large building.

Even if that were true, there should at least be a night caretaker.

*...Is it closed?*

That seemed a bit odd too,
as there were no signs of preparation against intruders.

The doors weren't locked, the windows weren't closed,
and there were no magical traps.

*Then they must have gone somewhere temporarily...*

It took me about an hour to circle the Arena and come back here.

Would a caretaker leave the building unattended
for such a long time?

Especially for a tourist attraction like the Arena that prioritizes customer reputation above all?

Unless they were extremely confident in their business, it would be absolutely impossible.

Especially for a tourist spot that lives off people's spending.

*At this rate, I could easily enter...*

Drrrrrrrr—

"...Hm?"

Just as I was slowly considering whether to enter through the door or the window,

A sound like a millstone turning came from the darkness,

I instinctively hid my body in an empty space under the wall.

There were some cobwebs, as if no one cleaned there, but now wasn't the time to worry about such things.

I continued to push my body further inside, and footsteps from the direction of the sound grew louder as they approached me.

*Just... a little... more...!!*

*Swoosh*—

*Made it...!!*

Just as I managed to hide myself, a large figure emerged from the darkness.

A different appearance from the caretaker I saw today...
someone I'd never seen before.

"Argh... fuck, my ears are killing me because of those bastards..."

"....?"

"Why the hell did they tell me to tame something like that? What bullshit."

The man spat out a string of curses, put a cigarette in his mouth, and rushed outside.

Was it my imagination?
I thought I heard a skittering sound in the darkness.

Like long, thin legs moving.

*...Tame? What?*

It seemed like I had found something worth investigating.

Ch.253 - Black Armor And Compound Eyes
The door creaked open with a click.

As soon as the man with a cigarette butt in his mouth walked out, that grinding sound came from the darkness once again.

It was followed by something that sounded like it had tapped against the threshold.

"....."

Yet I still couldn't sense anyone's presence with my perception.

I carefully crept outside and glanced around, but the result was the same.

Only an eerie feeling enveloped the place.

*Where did that sound come from earlier?*

Ignoring the ominous atmosphere, I immediately turned my head slightly to look in the direction where the large man had walked out.

Unfortunately, that area wasn't illuminated by moonlight. Instead, pitch-black darkness greeted me.

Scratch, scratch—

Just as I was debating whether to go in or not, those spine-chilling sounds came again.

Listening again, it was definitely a sound that triggered physiological disgust. Perhaps similar to the buzzing of a mosquito?

Though slightly faint, it was continuous enough that it wasn't difficult to hear.

The problem was figuring out what was making this persistent sound...

"..There seems to be something there."

Should I investigate further?
That thought suddenly crossed my mind.

It was still a dusky evening outside.
Even if I were caught, it wasn't a time when I could claim I'd gotten lost and wandered in by mistake.

If others discovered me, I'd have absolutely no excuse, not at this hour.

Moreover, being young would only make me appear more suspicious.

No matter how I looked at it, not digging deeper seemed like the right decision.

Others might disagree, but at that moment, my reason was screaming at me to leave.

After all, my purpose for coming here was to meet that person, Kan.

I wasn't here to uncover illegal activities at the Arena or expose corruption.

Such tasks weren't for ordinary citizens like me but for the knights or guards of this country.

Someone like me should just report suspicious activities to the authorities.

*I probably don't need to include this in my report.*

This place had nothing to do with me, and there was no need to stir up a hornet's nest.

You don't need to taste something to know if it's dung or soybean paste.

Besides, this was the territory of the Charlotte family.
If I meddled wrongly, it would clearly become a mess.

With Aria already making family matters sensitive, there was no need to cause trouble here.

What if the Academy received complaints because I submitted something like this?

The Academy wouldn't want to get involved in unnecessary matters either, especially concerning the Arena, a place popular enough to attract visitors from other countries.

*The Charlotte family will handle their own affairs.
They must be aware of what happens on their land anyway...*

Unlike other families, the Charlotte family wouldn't lose in information warfare.

They must have countless eyes and ears; losing would be strange.

*Who am I to worry about them... really.*

So I turned around to leave before the man returned,

and began planning how to slip away unnoticed.

Well... not being caught would be best, but even if I were, I could just run away.

Planning an escape route was much simpler than expected.

With his build, I doubted he could properly chase after me anyway.

*After getting out of here, I should probably... act together with the other team members...*

Should I? I must.

I've done enough individual reconnaissance.
Any more solo action would likely be a hindrance rather than help.

In fact, the information I've gathered might already have been investigated by others...

*I can only hope our data doesn't overlap—*

Scratch, scratch—
Scratch, scratch, scratch—

*Huh?*

An incomprehensible sensation.
Something mysterious that most people might never experience in their lifetime.

Some call it the vague tension and fighting spirit that awakens one's instincts before battle,

while others call it the fear of the unknown.

Along with those creepy sounds that suddenly started, I began to feel it in my body.

As if I needed to prepare for a fight right now.
Intensely and dramatically.

Scratch, scratch, scratch—
Scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch—

"..What is that?"

Two pairs of eyes stacked in layers stared at me from the darkness.

Along with a peculiar head shape that jutted out sharply.

It looked like armor emerging from the darkness, believable enough.

***

Meanwhile, the Charlotte Duke's mansion was bustling even in the middle of the night.

Despite the moon being high in the sky, the lights in their mansion never went out.

Using people's mana to power the lamps, a place with so many servants had no need to worry about such things.

As long as they regularly charged them with mana, the lights could always stay on.

It didn't cost money, so there was no reason to turn them off.

Well... even if it did cost money, a family like the Charlotte Duke's wouldn't care about such expenses.

"Hey, still no contact with the Duke?"

However, even the Charlotte Duke's family couldn't keep all lights on all the time.

The lamps would automatically turn off if not regularly charged with mana, and there was no point in keeping them on when everyone was asleep.

Yes, normally everyone would be asleep by now.
Including all the servants in this house.

If the current situation hadn't become so serious... everyone would have been in dreamland long ago.

"No... I'm sorry, but that's correct."

"..Sigh, why didn't he take a communication magic tool with him at a time like this..."

There was an intruder in the territory.
At first, it was just that simple.

Since outsiders occasionally wandered into the Charlotte family's territory without knowing,

no one in the mansion took the matter seriously at that point.

'An intruder... entered?'

'Yes... Head Butler, that's what was reported.'

'..Why are you telling me— No, never mind.
I'll inform the young lady myself.'

'Ah... the young lady is currently busy with Academy matters, so we're reporting to you first, Head Butler!'

'Ah... today is her evaluation day, isn't it?'

'Yes..'

'..Sigh, I understand... I'll have to send some of our hounds.'

It was something that happened occasionally.
They firmly believed this incident would just be another outsider who wandered in without knowing better.

After all, who would dare to deliberately invade the territory of the Charlotte Duke's family?

Everyone knew the rumors about the Duke of Charlotte in social circles, and how families that tried to investigate him all disappeared.

Unless someone was completely unaware, such an act would be impossible.

Even if the opponent was a group rather than an individual, the Duke would never show mercy.

'I've heard the news. So... how many should we send?'

'Three... should be sufficient, don't you think?'

'Just three? No matter what, they've invaded our family's territory...'

'They're likely people who wandered in without knowing. We're already short-staffed... we can't spare more.'

'..Very well, we'll do as you say.'

But they didn't know how much complacency a single word like "familiarity" could induce.

They should have noticed.
The scouts sent to identify the intruders hadn't returned even after a full night had passed.

Finally, a full day after receiving the report of intruders, they were able to discover the identity of those who fearlessly invaded the Charlotte family's territory.

'Huk...!'

'This... person is definitely...'

'W-why? Are they trying to start a war between families now?!'

They took another sharp breath as they realized his identity.

A man with a middle-sized sword at his waist, wearing a deeply pulled-down black robe.

Though it was difficult to identify his appearance, the emblem on his sword provided a clue to his identity,

and on its hilt was a beautiful red-eyed lion with its mouth open.

It was almost a talent not to recognize such a large emblem.
Foolishly, they hadn't noticed that the emblem was the symbol of the Reinhardt family.

"Sigh... it's largely my fault. I assumed it would just be outsiders..."

"No, the Duke's strength was unexpectedly formidable."

"..And who would have expected the Duke to cross the line?!"

If nothing else, he was someone who cherished his family terribly.

Just because he disliked other families didn't mean he would drag his own family into war...

"Sigh... we failed to factor that into our calculations... damn."

"Come now, this isn't the time to think about that... somehow we need to get the Duke to return to the territory quickly... huh?!"

"What's wrong?"

"..He's..."

"Pardon?"

"The Duke has returned!!!"

It was the return of the shadow.
As a red shadow consumed by bloodlust.

"..Hounds, prepare yourselves."

"Yes, sir!!!"

"We ride to the Arena day and night from now on. Any objections?"

"None!!!"

"Let's go."

Thump, thump—

Unlike moments before, the mansion was suddenly filled with energy.

Ch.254 - First, One Creature
Infrasound.

A sound so faint that human ears can't detect it, yet known to evoke feelings of unease, fear, or fatigue.

Predators often emit it when stalking prey, and it's said that prey animals who hear it become paralyzed with stiff legs and hunched bodies.

Shiver─

"....."

Just like now, when goosebumps rise all over my body.

"..A demon beast?"

The word slipped out unconsciously, but it was no mistake.

What appeared before me clearly resembled what one would consider a demon beast.

A blackened, bumpy shell like armor.

Thin protruding antennae and sturdy legs jutting out beneath.

Nothing about it looked normal,

And in the distance, beneath its square-shaped face, two hook-like curved mouths gnashed together as if welcoming me.

"Why would an insect-type demon beast be in a place like this..."

Demon beasts typically inhabit natural areas rich in mana, like forests or caves.

The more mana overflows, and the fewer humans using mana, the more suitable the land becomes for demon beasts.

This place should be the opposite—full of humans and magical tools that use mana...?

Kshiiiiit─

"...Look at those jaws."

The creature, now fully emerged, noticed me and immediately spread its wings,

Revealing thin, translucent wing membranes that glittered in the light.

Of course, its compound eyes remained black even in the moonlight.

Kiiiiiik─
Kyraaaaak─

I don't know what I did to provoke it,
But it kept fluttering its wings and puffing up its body.

For whatever reason, it clearly harbored hostility toward me.

That much was obvious just from the way it was clicking its jaws while staring at me.

Pshuk─
Pyusuk─

Sharp spines began sprouting from its wing shells.

I wasn't sure exactly what it planned to do with them,
But one thing was clear.

If I let it finish growing those spines, it wouldn't end well for me.

"...Shit, why do I have to be here..."

Hunting demon beasts.

I couldn't finish my sentence.

Before I could complete my thought,
A door opened with a creaking sound.

"Haaaawn, uh... shit? Kid, who the hell are you?"

It was the man who had gone out with a cigarette in his mouth earlier.
A man with an enormously large build.

His massive frame was more than enough to block my view as I was rushing toward the grasshopper-like demon beast.

As I paused briefly to regain my line of sight,
His palm, nearly the size of my head, came rushing toward me.

*I don't think I can dodge this...*

"GYAAAAAAAAAAH!!"

*...Oh.*

Fortunately, that massive palm never reached me.

The demon beast's jaws, which had been rushing toward me just like I had been toward it, were now tearing into the man's back.

It felt like it had been heading for me but suddenly changed course at the last moment...

It seemed to have chosen him over me, probably because he looked like he had more meat on his bones.

Animals generally prefer plump prey over skinny ones, after all.

Kiiiiiiiik─

"Kya... ugh, you son of a... bitch! Don't you recognize your master?!"

The creature's hook-like jaws were clearly not just for show—
They were deeply embedded in the man's back and wouldn't come out.

Even when the man's enormous hand grabbed the beast's jaws, the situation didn't change.

"GYAAAAA YOU FUCKING BASTAAAAARD!!!"

Once a hook catches, it's hard to remove.

Whether it's nature's principle or a mysterious result of evolution, I'm not sure.

Organisms typically adapt their body structures in ways that help them survive.

And this demon beast's jaws must have evolved this way to hunt more effectively.

The fact that it even had spines on its jaws to prevent prey from escaping once bitten seemed to confirm this.

"Let... let go, you bastard!!!"

Kshiiiiiiit─

"P-please, don't just stand there watching, come help me get this thing off, you little shit!!!"

Despite the man's screams, the demon beast just kept flapping its transparent wings,

And I had no intention of getting involved in their fight.

It didn't seem like either one would give up anyway.

There was nothing for me to gain by intervening.

*Besides, whichever one survives will probably fight me next.*

If that happened, evidence of my presence might remain.

Blood splatters,
Or scraps of the clothes I'm wearing now.

Even if something else remained,
I would clearly end up in a troublesome situation.

Just because I'm currently taking part in the Academy's final evaluation doesn't mean I have diplomatic immunity to cause incidents here.

Just watch.

That was the conclusion I reached.

One of them would surely die,
And then I could kill whoever survived.

Well, since a demon beast can't speak human language, I probably wouldn't need to kill it...

But if I left it alone,
Other people might get hurt.

And those people might end up being my team members.

*I guess I should kill them both.*

"You little shit... stop rolling your eyes and get over here!!!"

The demon beast's two jaws were already halfway embedded in the man's flesh.

Judging by the amount of blood gushing from the wound, his survival seemed unlikely,

But either out of fear or inability to grasp the situation,
The man was still desperately struggling to remove the jaws with both hands.

Pushing the demon beast's face away with his legs,
While trying to pry its jaws open with his hands.

But no matter how strong a human might be, they can't defeat a demon beast with physical strength alone.

The fact that he couldn't completely remove the jaws despite his efforts proved that.

And judging by how he was screaming at me—potentially his only savior—he had likely lost all reason.

*Saving him would be pointless anyway.*

Having decided to openly watch the spectacle,
I began approaching him urgently as if I were about to help.

Seeing me, his hardened expression immediately brightened.

"Y-yes, hurry and help me remove this—"

I wonder where the man who had been calling me a little shit went.

He suddenly started actively asking for my help, convinced that I, who had been standing still until now, would assist him.

I approached until I was right in front of him, then stopped.

"Why should I?"

"...What?!"

"Why should I help you?"

The man's eyes shook violently as if he'd heard something completely unexpected.

But that lasted only a moment before his eyes began to grow dim.

The blood he'd lost had probably already exceeded a lethal amount.

Unfortunately, it seemed a major blood vessel had been punctured,
As blood was already fountaining from his abdomen.

Of course, that didn't mean he was giving up on life yet.

"Aah... aaaaaah!!"

Kshiiiiiiit─

Like a strongman holding onto a charging bull's horns.

His flabby flesh didn't match that image at all,
But there was no better way to describe his current state.

As I said, the demon beast was literally tearing his abdomen apart.

"Just... keep holding it like that."

"What... what are you—"

Leaving the confused man, I turned and slowly approached the demon beast that was digging into his stomach.

The creature seemed to notice me too,
As its large antennae began to wave threateningly.

But compared to its thick legs, this was just a passing drizzle.
A pain I could easily endure and take.

"Got you."

Griiiiik?!─

Besides, no matter how energetically it moved,
The antennae were still attached to its head.

I approached the creature and immediately grabbed both antennae,

And with that, nothing else could interfere with me.

Its jaws were already deeply embedded in the man's flesh and wouldn't come out quickly.

And its legs, unless covered in hard shell, were like reeds to me.

"...Let's try once."

Clang─
The sound of striking steel.

I tried cutting its shell with my knife, but as expected,
It was my blade that broke instead of penetrating.

Well, if demon beasts could be killed with hastily made knives like this, they wouldn't be called demon beasts.

"Still... is there a gap?"

But even the strongest armor has seams.

It was just a tiny gap, but
The creature's joint surfaces were almost perfectly exposed.

Realizing this, I immediately pushed the man's body backward with force.

"What... what are you... AAAAARGH!!!"

Shiiiiiiit!!─

When the weight shifted backward, the demon beast's embedded jaws were naturally pulled along.

And simultaneously, the creature's hidden gap was exposed to the world.

Pshuk─

The demon beast's blood that splattered on my face was green.

"...That's one down."

Ch.255 - The Two Corpses Left Behind
A severed grasshopper with its head cleanly separated from its body,
And a short distance away, a man spurting a fountain of blood.

Both had eyes that were beginning to cloud over,
Looking as if death was approaching or had already claimed them.

Well, the monster was obviously going to die with its head cut off...

"Hmm..."

"Guh... herk..."

"This one might actually survive if handled properly."

Despite the significant blood loss,
If proper pressure was applied and the wound sutured now...

It seemed like a survivable injury.

*The flesh is thick, so the wound isn't as deep as it could be.*

"My... hurgh... my leg..."

Most people have predictable things to say in moments like this.

Begging to be saved or rescued.
Or asking to be taken to someone they know.

No matter how accomplished someone is, they'll struggle desperately to survive when facing death.

"Save... me... you bastard..."

"....."

Though he called out to me desperately with his faltering voice,

Unfortunately, such emotional manipulation doesn't work on me.

I've already taken too many lives to be swayed by such things.

"Besides, when you saw me earlier, you clearly intended to kill me."

"N-no... agh... urk."

"Well, even if you weren't going to kill me, you were planning something similar."

And from what I heard earlier, he seemed familiar with that monster...

It makes sense—the monster emerged from the same place shortly after the man appeared.

Unless this otherwise normal-looking man happened to be blind,
It would be impossible for them not to know each other.

There was definitely some kind of connection between the two.

*The most likely explanation is that he's a handler... but...*

It seemed unlikely that such a skilled professional would be stationed in such a remote location.

And no matter how confident he might be in his abilities,
To walk around so openly without any guards...

Even after seeing me enter the building, he didn't immediately try to escape.

These weren't the actions of an ordinary monster handler.
If anything, he behaved more like a common thug.

"I'd like to ask you one thing, if that's alright?"

"S-save... meeeee..."

"I might save you if you answer."

"....."

"I'll take that as a yes and ask."

Why did that monster emerge from the same place you were just in?

As soon as he heard my question, his face—which had been grinning weakly at me moments before—instantly hardened.

As if this was the one thing he absolutely couldn't reveal,
Like someone had forcibly sealed his lips.

His lips trembled, almost parting but never quite managing to do so.

The man's expression changed by the second as he realized his lips wouldn't obey his will.

I could clearly see his desperation—trying to convey that he wanted to speak but couldn't by his own choice.

He was visibly struggling not to offend me.

"W-wait, d-don't... go...!"

Of course, I had no intention of saving him regardless.

Right now, I was more concerned about where the man had emerged from than anything else.

*What on earth was he doing that would cause such a monster to emerge from the same place?*

As far as I knew, insect-type monsters like this didn't typically travel alone.

They always moved in swarms.
They attacked villages in overwhelming numbers to gather food.
And then rapidly multiplied using that food.
They were vicious and persistent creatures.

Both their appearance and habits were completely different from animal-type monsters.

*I hope I'm wrong, but if there's a nest down there...*

I wondered if the Arena's security could really be so lax as to not only allow monster infiltration but also permit them to build nests and breed.

But the man's behavior—clearly hiding something—seriously bothered me.

*If they captured monsters for duels, that would be understandable, but...*

If security was so weak that monsters could escape like this...

Then it was entirely possible that other monsters had gotten in as well.

And by now, the inner area might have become a monster den.

*Should I go in or not?*

For the sake of the Arena's safety,
I should go in immediately.

But I wasn't prepared for a full-scale battle right now.

And while the strength of a single monster wasn't particularly impressive, as I'd just seen,
If there were multiple creatures like this, it could become quite troublesome.

Even if the monsters inside weren't the same as this one,

They certainly wouldn't be weaker,
And definitely not at a level to be taken lightly.

If ordinary blades couldn't even pierce their shells, and such creatures were released into civilian areas...

*They could easily wipe out a village or two.*

Especially since all the strong people in this area were watching over criminals near the Arena...

They wouldn't be able to quickly come to the aid of civilian areas.

*But I'm reluctant to go in myself.*

Setting aside the unknown dangers lurking inside,

I didn't have much time left,
And I didn't want to waste it on something like this.

Besides, honestly, if this incident disrupted the Arena's schedule, it would create an opportunity for me to meet that person.

*I should just tip someone off that there's something suspicious in there.*

The people at the Arena weren't exactly weak.

If I just informed them that something was happening here, they could handle the rest.

This was one of their main business venues,
And a tourist attraction where reputation was paramount.

If I just told them the location, they would handle it discreetly and quietly to prevent rumors from spreading in the marketplace.

*Good, that's settled then...*

Now, how to deal with this mess...

The monster corpse especially would be difficult to dispose of.

It was too hard and massive to cut into pieces or bury,

And if I tried to sell it somewhere, someone would surely see me in the process.

Besides, I wasn't sure if trading was even possible at this hour.

After pondering for a while about what to do with these bodies,
A brilliant idea crossed my mind.

*Do I really need to clean this up myself?*

By morning, one of the Arena staff would discover this scene anyway.

So I didn't really need to clean this up myself.

My goal wasn't to hide these two corpses,
But to ensure that the Arena staff discovered what was inside.

If two different corpses were found in a place like this, the Arena would naturally focus their attention here.

Then they would inevitably investigate the inner area as well...

And whatever was in there would soon be revealed.

*From the Arena's perspective, they wouldn't want rumors about corpses being found on their premises anyway...*

They'd clean it up themselves.

Having decided to leave all the cleanup to the Arena staff, I quickly tidied my blood-stained clothes and fixed my disheveled appearance,

And shortly after, I slipped out through the door that the man had left open when he entered.

"Phew..."

Despite the passage of time, it was still a dark night.

The cold night air seemed to have carried away the smell of blood from my nose,

And I could no longer smell anything.

Satisfied with this, I began to walk through the night streets again.

There was still no sign of people around, which allowed me to focus on just one thing.

*I think I've done everything I needed to do today...*

Let me go over what that person told me to do.

It was time for my exercises, which couldn't be postponed.

*If I don't change anything, I'll be beaten to death...*

That person would definitely follow through on their word.

"...I should change locations."

I didn't want to get beaten by that person, unlike others I might not mind as much.

***

Meanwhile, in a forest teeming with monsters,
Known as the Forest of Demons, a campfire flickered.

The campfire, which kept away monsters sensitive to light and helped withstand the cold night in the middle of the forest,

Was something that needed to be protected above all else in this forest,
So the students had agreed to take turns standing watch according to a set schedule.

The person currently responsible for this role was none other than Kiana Frabel.

A royal bloodline with fiery red hair like the campfire itself.

Despite the objections of other students, she had firmly taken on the role of night watch, insisting that everyone should be treated equally.

In her hand, she held a small staff made by a famous blacksmith of the empire.

*Since I've committed to this, I must do it well.
Just a few more hours to endure...!*

However, no matter how strong her willpower was,
There were limits to her physical endurance after marching through the forest all day.

She inevitably closed her eyes to rest, but to not forget her duty as night watch,
She frequently opened her eyes to scan her surroundings.

Like a vigilant cat.

Rustle—
Crackle—

"...What was that sound?"

And then, her ears caught the sound of something moving,

She immediately pointed her slender staff in that direction.

Preparing to cast a spell at any moment.

"...If you're human, come out with your hands up."

Rustle—
Crackle—

"...If you don't come out, I'll have no choice but to use magic..."

"...Wait, I'm coming out now...!"

The voice that finally came from the rustling bushes was one very familiar to her.

There was no way she could mistake the voice of someone
She had been living with for two days.

"...That voice, is that you, Charlotte?
Why aren't you sleeping and what are you doing in a place like—"

"Hehe... I couldn't sleep, so I was taking a walk to look at the moon!"

When she finally revealed herself under the moonlight...

She looked somewhat gaunt.

"...Your Highness, I wanted to ask you something."

"...Yes?"

"In your opinion, what's the fastest way to get a high score and finish this?"

Ch.256 - Until Dawn Breaks
Under the bright moonlit night sky,
my footprints remained in the middle of the open clearing.

And with that, I raised my sword once again.

*There's still plenty of time before daybreak.*

There were about two hours left until dawn,

and considering when Isabella and Belluga would wake up, I had about four hours to spare.

Unlike Silvia who wakes up early for dawn walks,
those two seemed to have not yet adjusted to their new sleeping arrangements.

*Well... that's the average for nobles of this era.*

Unless they were from a baronial family like mine, or perhaps a slightly wealthy viscount's family.

Those two were children of prominent families in the Empire...
so they couldn't easily fall asleep in mere village inn beds.

In fact, they were the ones who arrived latest to our appointment yesterday.

*Anyway, I don't need to do any more research than this.*

While I was away at the Academy,
if those three hadn't just been playing around, my predictions should be correct.

I had noted down everything from widely known information about the Arena,
to things they might have already investigated.

It was clear we could probably finish the investigation and return within a day or two.

*Then from that moment on, I won't be able to meet that person anymore.*

Since we're the only students who came to the Arena,
once we leave, there would be no need to maintain the portal.

And it's not like I could walk all the way back here on my own.

That's why I'm rushing like this now.

*Even if I get intensive tutoring,
it still seems like time will be quite short...*

But I have to try something.
If it really doesn't work out, I can always come back later.

If I finish the investigation first and return,
the rest of the final evaluation period would be holidays anyway.

That should be enough time to somehow make it back here.

*The round trip will take some time, but... I'll have to overcome that.*

It's not like I know any high-level mages capable of using teleportation.

The problem of distance was something
I couldn't overcome with my power alone.

*Isabella has talent, but... it would be too much for her to use it now.*

Transfer magic is famous,
but equally difficult to master.

It would be impossible unless one could match her master's abilities.

Perhaps the Queen of the Elves,
or at least the Headmaster.

*...Come to think of it, I haven't heard news of that person lately.*

Has he already left the Empire?

Well, he was always a wanderer, so it wouldn't be strange if he left anytime...

But still, there's no way there would be absolutely no news about him.

Even at his worst,
he was still a Great Sage.

*Is he just holed up in the Magic Tower?*

Anyone else maybe, but not him.

He was someone who left the Magic Tower precisely because he hated boring, stuffy things.

He might have endured for about a week after that day, but would have bolted out after that.

*Then the only person left is the Headmaster...*

I remember having one favor owed by the Headmaster, but...

I wondered if it was worth using it for something like this.

It was a wish granted by none other than
a 9th Circle mage.

*...I'll think about it later, for now I need to focus on this.*

It's uncertain whether I can come back here again anyway.

Rather than thinking about how to return later,
it felt easier to focus on finishing everything within the given time.

*Well, I don't know if it will go as planned.*

Still, it's better than not trying at all.

I closed my eyes and went over the conversations we had at the Arena once more.

All those things that person said I lacked.
One by one, in order.

*'First of all, your attack pattern is sooooo simple.'*

*'.....'*

*'I don't know if you're more used to short fights,
but most of your movements are too extreme and aggressive.'*

*'...Is that why they're simple?'*

Honestly, until then, I didn't understand why this was a problem.

As he said, I always wanted quick fights.
And because of that, I fought to neutralize opponents as quickly as possible.

Nevertheless, I never once thought this method was wrong.

Fighting is about subduing and neutralizing the opponent,
and I thought there was no need to take detours when there was a way to neutralize the opponent as quickly as possible.

After all, there were plenty of vital spots where just one proper hit could incapacitate an opponent.

*'Well, you're not wrong... but what I'm saying is, your targets are too obvious.'*

*'.....'*

*'Think about all the places you aimed for when attacking me earlier.'*

*'...Solar plexus, liver, head, and heart?'*

*'Really? You bastard, you only went for spots that would kill if hit?'*

After that, I almost lost consciousness to his fist, which was quite angry,

but I was just hiding my surprise.
I was quite shocked at the time.

I thought I had made quite a variety of attacks,
but it meant that my attack points weren't actually diverse.

Plus, it was something I had never noticed in all my years of living.

*'.....'*

*'You move pretty well for a kid,
but what good is it if your attacks are so predictable?'*

*'.....'*

*'You might kill mediocre opponents in one blow,
but with just that level, you'll die against truly strong ones.'*

*'...I've been doing fine like this until now.'*

*'Then you probably killed people who underestimated your attacks as not worth blocking.'*

*'.....'*

*'If nothing else, your sword strikes are quite fierce.
If you could fight longer, probably no one could guarantee victory against you.'*

*'Then...'*

*'Of course, it would be a problem if all your attacks get read and you die before that.'*

*'.....'*

*'By the way, where did you learn that sword technique?
Even I haven't seen such a brutal sword style...'*

I stopped my thoughts and slowly opened my eyes again.

The bright moonlight immediately entered my vision, but it wasn't blinding.

A light that felt different from sunlight.
A much cooler and more beautiful light.

"..Diversification of attack targets."

There was no target.
But I could imagine one.

And that was enough for me.

A human-sized figure.
I could create something like that easily enough.

The materials didn't matter.

Since I would cut through it all anyway,
it would actually be disadvantageous for me if it was too hard.

Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh—

A human-shaped mud figure quickly rose from the ground.

I couldn't help with details like facial features and clothing,
but what I needed was a training dummy, not a human model.

There was no point making it handsome,
since it would all be smashed up later anyway.

"..First, the arm."

In my first attack, I deliberately cut off only the figure's arm.

Of course, in a real fight, I couldn't always
attack exactly where I wanted,

but for now, it was enough just to keep in mind that such attacks were possible.

"Next is the knee... and then the shoulder."

Subduing means incapacitating the opponent.

Of course, killing was the easiest method,
but that wasn't the only way to neutralize an opponent.

Dragging out time while gradually restricting movement was also a valid way to incapacitate someone.

And originally, for ordinary people where a single injury could be life-threatening, that was the standard approach.

A strategy of sacrificing my flesh
to take the opponent's bones.

It sounds easy when put into words,
but in reality, it was impossible unless one was quite insane.

*Honestly, I still wonder if I really need to learn this... but still.*

In reality, all my attacks were blocked by him,
and if he had wanted to, he could have killed me a dozen more times on the spot.

*'And add some feints, some feints.'*

*'...Feints?'*

*'...You do know what feints are, right?
Didn't you learn swordsmanship in your family when you were young?'*

*'I know what it means, but...'*

*'You should definitely learn that.
Even if it seems useless now, just learn it.'*

*'...Should I invest time in something that has no use now?'*

*'It might save your life several times later, so stop talking nonsense and go learn it quickly!!'*

"It's been so long since I learned swordsmanship from my family, how am I supposed to remember that..."

Still, I had to recall it.
That was the homework assigned to me.

If my attacks were monotonous, then from now on I needed to change them to be less predictable.

Well... habits that have become ingrained in the body
won't change so easily just because I want them to...

*'But it's a hundred times better than doing nothing.'*

At least it was much better than losing everything in a moment of carelessness by doing nothing.

In that quiet clearing where no one came,
I continued swinging my sword until dawn broke and the rooster crowed.

Ch.257 - A Cat Drenched In Fatigue
I swung my sword frantically, and before I knew it, time had passed quickly until just before dawn.

Only then did I push back my sweat-soaked hair and set my sword down on the ground.

It had been quite a while since I'd swung a sword for this long, so my entire body was suffering from muscle pain I couldn't have imagined before...

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

Yet my mood wasn't actually that bad.

My arms felt like they might break off from pain, and my legs were trembling so much I could barely stand.

Still, I felt good.

I had repeatedly corrected my stance while swinging my sword countless times, and each time I could realize in real-time that my form was improving.

Of course, I had to endure pain that felt like my bones might break each time...

Pain was already something extremely familiar to me.

Especially when it was muscle pain from rigorous training.

Crumble, crumble—

With a wave of my hand, the clay figures whose arms and shoulders I had been cutting off returned to dirt, and soon a small mound of earth formed in their place.

It was evidence of how many clay figures I had created and cut down.

"What time is it now?"

Since this was a secluded open space, there was no small clock anywhere nearby.

I only knew dawn was breaking, but I had no idea what the exact time was.

There was no way to tell the time in my current situation.

*The days seem to be getting a bit longer lately...*

But that didn't help me know the exact time. If I didn't get the timing right, it could disrupt the schedule with my other team members.

With no choice, I decided to move to a street with more foot traffic. First, I returned all the dirt from the mound behind me to its original place.

Then I began retracing the path I had taken to get here.

Well... honestly, I was worried whether I could find the right path in my current mental state.

But since I had followed a narrow alley to get here, there was no need to worry about taking a wrong turn.

The only question was whether I had enough energy left to walk the entire way.

*And there's nothing around here to make sleeping outdoors an option.*

I wasn't born into a noble family, so I had no aversion to sleeping outdoors.

But I couldn't just lie down and fall asleep anywhere when I didn't even know the exact time.

One wrong move could lead to irreversible consequences.

*If I'm late... they'll probably give me hell again.*

Besides, I didn't want to inconvenience others.

Despite my drowsiness, I kept walking steadily.

Honestly, I wanted nothing more than to drop everything right now, fall flat on my back, and close my eyes...

But it wasn't the time for that yet.
I couldn't relax when I hadn't even met up with my other team members.

*Once I get out of this alley and then turn left...*

"Oh? Who do we have here?"

"...?"

"I went for a dawn walk and found a tired little cat in a place like this."

"...Silvia?"

"Not calling me 'princess' anymore?
Well, I'm speaking casually too since no one's watching."

"...Why are you—"

"Get some sleep first, we'll talk later."

I'm not mean enough to torment someone who's exhausted.

With her pearl-like voice,
my eyelids, which had been holding on with superhuman patience, slowly closed.

***

"A black dragon has arrived under the bright moon."

A man lying on a rock under the dark night sky spoke.

Gazing at the bright night sky,
he looked more at peace than anyone else in this world.

"What do you think this means, Brain?"

"....."

The man who had appeared silently beside him while he was peacefully enjoying the night sky.

He was dressed in an elegant suit like a nobleman's butler.

Yet small horns protruding from his head proved he wasn't human.

"Forgive me, but this humble one does not understand what my master is saying."

"....."

Despite his honest answer that he had no idea,
a heavy silence fell between the two for a brief moment.

The man on the rock had no intention of merely glaring.

Even now, he was directing tremendous killing intent at the man who could be called his loyal servant.

"That's not the answer I wanted, Brain."

"....."

"I clearly asked what you thought of this saying, not for you to guess my intentions."

"....."

"It seems you've finally grown tired of living, ignoring my orders so casually."

"...Th-that was... never my... intention."

The killing intent was so strong that ordinary people would faint just from brushing against it, making the surrounding air grow heavy.

Yet Brain, who had followed him for a very long time,
didn't waver in the slightest.

Perhaps pleased with his attitude,
the man spoke again in the same state.

"Really? Can you take responsibility for your words?"

"Y-yes... I will... definitely take... responsibility."

"Then, can you answer again?"

What do you think of those words?

Though his expression remained chillingly cold, emitting indescribable hostility,

Brain's expression
never changed once.

As unbelievable as it might seem, from what he could tell, his master was actually in quite a good mood right now.

Normally, a fist would have already flown toward his face in this situation.

Impatient, stubborn,
and extremely moody.

A personality that seemed to have gathered only the worst possible traits.

Though he couldn't say it aloud,
that was how he assessed his master's character.

Of course, despite all that, he was incredibly strong.

That was also why Brain followed him obediently.

The strong rule and the weak are prey.
That was the justice and belief he pursued.

And his master was stronger than anyone else.

He might lack the dignity and caution of a strong person,
but he was a man who crushed everything with the simple fact of his strength.

Even now, he could probably block Brain's full-power attack with one hand.

And immediately after, Brain would receive a flick to the head.

If his mood hadn't been good like now, he certainly wouldn't have escaped a punch earlier.

And this time, it would have been quite a powerful punch.

*It's fortunate that master is in a docile mood.*

Of course, he was also relatively strong himself, so a mere punch wouldn't be enough to kill him.

But even for him, his master's fists were frightening.

Just because he wouldn't die
didn't mean the pain would disappear.

"Why aren't you speaking?"

Crack—

He easily picked up the rock he had been sitting on and began crushing it like a toy in a child's hand.

As a signal that his mood was worsening,
Brain's snow-white head began to spin rapidly.

He needed to come up with an answer to avoid that fist.
An answer to his master's earlier incomprehensible mutterings.

His survival instinct began ringing alarm bells.

"Why. Aren't. You. Speaking."

Crack—
Crunch—

The rock crumbled easily like a large lump of sugar.

Brain's gaze fell on his master's fist, which didn't show a single bulging vein despite the force.

Tremble, tremble—

"....?"

At the same time, Brain's limbs began to shake violently.

It was instinct carved into his body,
fear due to the overwhelming difference in power.

Repeated violence etches fear into the body, ultimately leading to submission.

It was his master's favorite method,
and the reason his subordinates' loyalty was sky-high.

Fear is the most intuitive instinct of all.

*I must think, an answer that will satisfy master!*

A black dragon under the moonlight.
A black dragon under the moonlight...?

"Brain, it seems you still haven't come up with a proper answer... maybe I should just remove that head of yours..."

"I'll speak...!"

"....."

"I've... thought of... a proper answer."

"...Let's hear it, and if it's worthless, your head will be my drinking snack tonight, just so you know."

"....."

To be clear, his claim to have thought of a proper answer was obviously a lie.

From the beginning, his master's question wasn't multiple choice but subjective.
No matter what answer he gave, it would be useless if it didn't please his master.

And his master was known for his capriciousness.

"Three."

"....."

"Two."

"....."

"One...!"

"B-beautiful...!"

"...What?"

"I thought it was... truly beautiful and poetic."

In the end, the answer he gave was
a hollow compliment anyone could make.

It was an answer he squeezed out of his brain with the mindset of trying to flatter him as much as possible.

Daring to face his master's fist.

"...Hmm."

"....?"

"Well, not bad."

"....??"

"What part made you feel that way?"

"....Pardon?"

"I asked what part made you feel that way."

"....."

It was a moment when he was at a loss for words again.

"Um... Lord Mamon, the Queen has sent a messenger..."

"Tell that old hag to get lost,
I'm in the middle of an important conversation."

"B-but, she said it's related to your mother—"

"Then you should have given it to me immediately, you idiot."

"....."

He snatched the rolled-up paper in one swift motion and slowly read through it as if savoring each word.

Finally, the paper in his hand
was crumpled up.

"..Brain."

"Yes...!"

"Let's talk again later,
something important just came up."

His name was Mamon.
This tyrant whom no one could control...

"Let's see... this will be my first time going out into the world since that war..."

I wonder if there's anything fun out there?
Humans must still be killing each other...

How many of them could I kill?

"...This should be interesting."

He was now about to reveal himself to the world after a long time.

Ch.258 - Not Far Off
While most Academy students were busy with their evaluations and personal matters, the professors and teaching assistants were enjoying a rare period of leisure.

Unlike their usual hectic schedules teaching students day and night, even on weekends, the Academy's midterm and final evaluation periods were essentially holidays for the faculty. Sure, there were still minor tasks like opening and closing portals, but those were simple enough for anyone to handle—no certification required. With fewer than ten portals installed in the Academy, the professors and assistants could easily take turns managing them throughout the evaluation period.

"So we can just relax like this~"

"But... this seems too much like a party..."

Perhaps it was only natural that many professors were drinking. Paperwork? That could be dumped on assistants.

"What's the problem? Even the director hasn't said anything."

"Exactly! Magic users are always so stuffy!"

"What does magic have to do with this, you ignorant gorilla?!"

"G-gorilla?! Today I'm going to end you..."

The professors were downing beers despite it being early in the day. This rare gathering of just faculty members had everyone's spirits high, and their intoxication levels were steadily rising. Most were already at a point where ordinary people would have passed out, only holding on through sheer willpower and physical fortitude.

Some were competing to avoid looking weak, while others didn't want to ruin the atmosphere. Though no one had been carried out yet, it seemed inevitable that someone would eventually collapse.

For example, someone like the professor currently drinking beer as if it were water.

"Professor Fred, don't you think you should stop drinking now?"

"Come on~ Everyone else is drinking, why single me out?"

"But you're the school nurse..."

"I can heal most injuries quickly even after drinking, hahaha!!"

Despite his colleague's warning, Professor Fred continued pouring beer down his throat. Just as his mug was nearly empty...

"...Huh?"

His movements suddenly froze, like a human statue turning to stone.

"...Oh, shit."

"...Hmm? Professor Fred, what are you—"

"...You were right, Professor."

"What do you mean? Please speak clearly—"

"We have a patient."

And so, while all the other professors were resting, he became the only one who had to work.

***

Was it because my body was exhausted from repeated training?

By the time I opened my eyes again, the sun was already high in the sky. Realizing this, I ran my fingers through my hair and slowly got up from the bed.

'...Where is everyone?'

I looked around after noticing no one was nearby, but it was silly to search for others in a single-occupancy room. Thinking about it, it was only natural that no one else would be in a room where a man was sleeping alone. If anyone had been seen entering or leaving, rumors would have spread immediately.

In that sense, it was probably fortunate that no one was beside me now.

'Did Silvia bring me here by herself?'

There were no signs that my clothes had been changed, yet the traces of sweat were gone... Only Silvia could have done something like this, but I couldn't sense her presence anywhere nearby. Given her personality, I thought she would be lurking somewhere to tease me as soon as I woke up.

'At least this seems to be the inn we stayed at the other day... so I know roughly where I am.'

Judging by the cool temperature and the position of the sun high in the sky, I was certain it wasn't past noon yet. I decided to check the inn's dining area first, so I quickly got dressed and left the room.

'Silvia might still be out on her morning walk... but those two should either be still sleeping or having breakfast.'

Creeeeak—

Despite choosing the best inn in the area, it seemed they couldn't avoid having some old doors. As soon as I turned the doorknob, a strange sound echoed throughout the inn, and simultaneously my eyes met a pair of blue eyes coming up the stairs.

"Uh... eh?"

She had crumbs all over her mouth from whatever she had been eating.

"...Good morn—"

"Kyaaaaaaah!!!"

Perhaps she hadn't brought a handkerchief with her. After freezing momentarily upon seeing my face, she immediately dashed into her room.

"...What's with her?"

"Hmm?! Baron Jenison!! When did you return?!"

In the end, only I and Beluga, who was also coming up the stairs with something in his mouth, remained in the lobby.

"...Ah, Beluga."

"To return without saying a word to us!! I'm a bit disappointed!"

"I didn't plan to come back like this..."

Originally, I had intended to appear before everyone more leisurely, not so suddenly. Well... if Silvia hadn't helped me then, I would have collapsed from exhaustion first, so I couldn't really complain.

"Hmm? By the way, now that you're back, I have something to tell you!"

"...Something to tell me? Ah."

Right, we did have things to discuss—about our group's current investigation status.

"...Yes, I also had something I wanted to talk about."

"Is that so? What a coincidence!"

"Yes... so, where should we talk..."

While talking with me, Beluga was still chewing his meat vigorously with one hand. Without waiting for him to finish speaking, I accepted his proposal.

After swallowing his meat, he looked at me with a somewhat strange expression.

"Somehow, entering the Baron's room alone feels a bit uncomfortable..."

"Finish chewing your meat before you speak."

It was meant to be an annoyed remark, but the guy, not realizing it was sarcasm, actually started chewing his meat more quickly.

I found his behavior even more irritating and deliberately stepped on his foot.

***

[Life is finite, death is eternal]

When people first heard these words, they thought it was just another nonsensical claim from cult members.

In this world, in the Empire, there was only one god. Naturally, the only religious order recognized by the Empire was the White Order.

Anyone worshipping other gods was considered a cult spreading nonsense. That was the perception of religion within the Empire, at least.

Talk of not discriminating against other religions was merely lip service. In fact, the higher-ranking clergy were even less willing to acknowledge the existence of other gods.

Whether they feared their own faith would be diminished, or couldn't allow people's beliefs to be scattered, is unclear.

When colored people or shamans spreading superstitions asked the clergy what they thought about the existence of other gods, they all gave the same answer, as if rehearsed:

'The very existence of other religions is disrespectful to the god we serve.'

'He created the world and then created us, His children.'

'It was solely through His independent power, without the help of any transcendent being.'

They refused to acknowledge the existence of other gods. Though it's not the case now, in the past, they would immediately dispatch inquisitors to deal with those who expressed different opinions, showing no mercy.

"Such a foolish thing."

However, there were certainly those who knew the truth.

"Wanting to see their palm instead of the sky, they made the stupid choice of covering their eyes with that hand."

The time to learn the truth about this world was not far off.

That's what the man in black muttered.

Ch.259 - The Senses Of The Forest's Child
After leaving Isabella alone in her room, I handed over all the materials I had spent an entire day researching to Belluga, who had been following me.

It was quite a lot of reading material since I didn't have time to summarize it, but well. For someone taking heir training like him, this shouldn't be too difficult.

"Wow! You researched this much?!"

"Yeah, if there's any overlapping information..."

"No, this is more than enough! There's not much overlap at all!"

That's a relief. Honestly, I was worried about having to do the research all over again.

I had gathered more information than expected, so redoing it would have taken too much time.

"Hmm, but this Arena structure the Baron provided... this is..."

"Is there a problem?"

"No, I'm just wondering if this information is really accurate!"

According to Belluga, they had tried to investigate as much as possible, but without getting to a high vantage point, the accuracy was questionable, so they had to give up. But there wasn't any place high enough around here to see the entire Arena at once.

They had even sent Silvia's spirits, but apparently it was too difficult to grasp the structure from the spirits' descriptions.

*Well, I recorded everything after walking around both inside and outside myself.*

I deliberately spent several extra hours walking around to make sure I hadn't made any mistakes, so I must have spent at least a few hours there.

There was no risk of my information being wrong. If necessary, I could go to the Arena right now and prove it.

*Well, I'm not sure if I could get in right now, but...*

"Hmm, but this looks like too much for one person to investigate alone?!"

"...I did do quite a bit of research."

"Did you really investigate all of this by yourself, Baron?"

Belluga suddenly started questioning whether I had really compiled all this information myself, as if something seemed suspicious.

He didn't seem to be pressing me hard about it, so he probably wasn't asking to find fault...

*Then why is he asking?*

"Why are you asking that?"

My voice came out sharper than intended along with my thought.

He raised a question mark above his head at my query, then made an "ah" sound before putting his hands together and slightly bowing his head to me.

"Ah, I apologize. I had absolutely no intention of belittling your efforts!"

Right, if it were someone else I might wonder, but he's not the type of character to gossip about others.

I could tell right away that he hadn't brought it up for that purpose.

"...Right, so... why are you asking?"

"Well... actually, I remember Lady Isabella also came back very late last night!"

"Isabella?"

"Yes, so I was wondering if perhaps she was with you! But judging by your reaction... I guess not?!"

Then where on earth did she go?

Well, that's something I'm curious about too.

It's not like she knows many people here. If anything, I'm the only person she knows.

*Duke Reinhardt... is also here, but she wouldn't have gone to see him.*

She wouldn't have been able to find someone I haven't even seen yet.

And there's no reason for the two of them to have a private conversation.

Unless Duke Reinhardt was still actually in the position of Duke of House Reinhardt.

A man who no longer sits as the head of his family would have no reason to speak with the eldest daughter of House Renuel.

*And someone like him wouldn't bother conversing with others without a specific purpose.*

Well, she might have sought out Duke Reinhardt on her own, but...

There are so many people here. Finding him precisely in this crowded marketplace would be nearly impossible.

Besides, he was supposedly hiding his appearance under a robe...

*And Isabella wouldn't have any personal business with Duke Reinhardt.*

Maybe if she and I were still engaged, but now she has no connection to Duke Reinhardt.

Even if there were a connection, meeting her ex-fiancé's father wouldn't be pleasant from her perspective.

*Unless House Renuel needed something from the Duke...*

Of course, if it were family business, she would have no reason not to step up, but there was also no reason for House Renuel to need the Duke specifically.

The relationship between Duke Renuel and Duke Reinhardt was known to be quite bad even in aristocratic circles.

*Actually, the last time I saw them, I had to stop them from getting into a fight.*

She would never ask Duke Reinhardt for help in another family's territory when she could ask House Charlotte instead.

Especially not when she's in the middle of her academy final evaluations.

*But then where did she really go?*

It's not like she came to see me...
I think she mentioned she was going somewhere before she left?

And I don't think she would know anyone else in this place, which isn't even Renuel territory...

Plus, this isn't exactly the kind of place to wander around late at night.

*Come to think of it, she did look a bit tired...*

"What time did she come in yesterday?"

"Hmm, it must have been nearly dawn!
I saw her entering her room when I was finishing my training!"

Dawn...

That's not particularly late for me, but for Isabella, who has always lived a proper life as a duke's daughter, it would have been quite late.

Plus, she tends to sleep a lot.

*Wait, what did he just say? Training...?*

"...Training?"

"Yes, is there a problem?"

Unlike me, who opened my mouth in astonishment, Belluga casually brushed off my question.

"...You train even while you're here?"

When we should be focusing solely on the final evaluation, he's training here without proper equipment?

*...Talk about banging your head against a wall.*

Somehow his muscles seem even more swollen today.

Is this how gym newbies feel when looking at fitness fanatics?

"One cannot neglect training!
Since I was walking around all day and started training late, I had no choice but to finish late!"

Despite my astonished expression, he continued speaking as if nothing was wrong, flexing his arms and abs as if to show off his muscles.

The veins that looked ready to burst at any moment were much more unsettling than I had thought, and somewhat... creepy.

"...Well, that's not my business."

"Right! Now that we're here, Baron, why don't you train with me...!"

"No, I'll pass on that."

My flat rejection seemed to hurt him somehow, but I really didn't want to do it.

I had no need to build more muscle in this life, and I didn't want to go looking for trouble.

*It would be nice to have more, of course, but I don't really need it right now...*

I've trained enough that I wouldn't be considered weak anywhere.

Even now, I was probably stronger than most adult men.

*Of course, that doesn't mean I'd challenge someone head-on whose specialty is strength...*

I'm not the type to fight with brute force anyway.

"I've reconsidered, and my answer is still no."

"...That's a shame, but I understand!
I was hoping to see your strength up close."

"....."

I'm not as strong as you think.
I got beaten up quite a bit today, you know.

"...Anyway, how long do you think the investigation will take?"

"Hmm, from what I can see... we should be able to finish within two days?"

"That's quite fast?"

"We haven't been idle all this time!
Princess Silvia's spirits have been a great help!"

"Silvia... I mean, the Princess?"

Well, for a spirit artist of her caliber, gathering information using spirits would be child's play.

I've actually seen her handling spirits up close...

It wasn't that surprising. It would be stranger if someone of her skill level couldn't do something like that.

*...Come to think of it, where is Silvia now?*

***

"Hmm? I feel like someone just called my name..."

Bubble bubble—
Gurgle gurgle—

"...I understand, so stop pestering me. I'm searching diligently, aren't I?"

Meanwhile, the Princess of the Elves and academy student, Silvia, was busy searching for something.

She was even receiving help from her spirits, which she rarely called upon except during battle.

"Hmm... where is it?"

I can clearly hear the voice coming from around here, but I can't pinpoint it.

She muttered to herself while straining her ears once more.

However, typical of human society, the surrounding noise was proving detrimental to her.

Finally giving up on searching directly, she extended her finger to her spirits.

"You still haven't found anything nearby, Undine?"

Bubble bubble—

"...It seems certain that it's somewhere around here."

There's no other explanation for such a strong scent.

It was the moment when an elf's keen senses detected something.

Ch.260 - Breeding
It might be a bit late to say this now, but injuries at the Academy weren't particularly unusual.

No pain, No Gain.
Nothing can be gained without suffering.

True to those words, the Academy's curriculum was incredibly demanding, with many aspects that even average students struggled to keep up with.

The various tests and duels that took place throughout the term—events that determined grades—were still extremely dangerous.

Since everyone was putting their dreams, futures, and honor on the line, holding back wasn't tolerated.

All the children here were prepared to trample their opponents and stand above them.

And being prepared to trample others meant being equally prepared to be trampled oneself.

With noble children who had received rigorous training from their families since childhood, or students with tremendous talent who had gained special admission, all trying to crush one another—

Naturally, injuries were inevitable.

Even with professors constantly watching with eagle eyes, small variables would always occur.

"Hey, we need support over here, quickly!"

"It's urgent here too! Help us first!"

"Coming!"

But no matter how accustomed the Academy was to injuries, no one had anticipated a situation like this.

Such a large number of students being carried in at once was extremely rare throughout the Academy's entire history.

And each with quite serious injuries, at that.

"What in the world...!"

"Treatment first, that's the priority!"

"I mean... I was suddenly called here, but what's going on here, huh?!"

"Save the chatter for later! We need to treat them quickly!"

"It's not like they've been possessed by demons... why does this chaos only happen during evaluations...!"

Despite the large number of injured students, the professors remained calm.

After all, the reason they had been stationed near the portal was to prepare for exactly this kind of situation.

Although the number of patients was somewhat high, it wasn't yet considered a real problem.

"Professor Fred, this student is...!"

"Ah, just a moment! I'll finish here... right away!"

"I'll take care of this one, so go ahead."

"Ah... then I'll leave it to you!"

The professors who had been waiting near the portal, as well as those who had rushed over after being contacted, immediately attended to the injured students.

Thanks to their efforts, the situation seemed to be getting under control, except for the students with the most critical injuries.

Though many were seriously hurt, not many had life-threatening wounds.

Even those critical cases were barely being kept alive thanks to Professor Fred's treatment.

"Where on earth did all these injured students come from..."

"We don't know much about that either... we just opened the portal as soon as we received the call..."

"But surely you know where the children called from?"

"W-well... about that... we really should go quickly to remove that danger right now!"

Now that the situation had somewhat calmed down, professors began demanding explanations, but the professor who had opened the portal became increasingly evasive.

The professors were growing more anxious by the minute.

"Come now, the receiver couldn't possibly malfunction, so why are you being so hesitant?"

"I think you just need to give us a straightforward answer..."

"At this rate, the Academy could face criticism again...!"

"We'd be lucky if criticism was all we faced. This time... the nobles might actually storm in."

The professors continued voicing their complaints while demanding answers.

Their position wasn't hard to understand.

Among difficult spells, spatial transportation magic was among the most challenging.

Even with a portal, a magical tool designed to minimize that difficulty, it had one limitation and drawback: you always needed to know the exact location of the person you wanted to transport.

The Academy professors had compensated for this drawback with receivers.

Before the students departed, each had been given a receiver to wear on their wrist.

"Even if those receivers malfunctioned, you should at least know their last location, right?"

"They couldn't possibly malfunction! They were made by the Director herself...!"

Given that these magical tools were created by the illustrious Director herself, the chance of malfunction was virtually zero.

And even if they had somehow broken down and lost signal, knowing their last location would still be valuable, as the students were likely to still be there...

It made no sense that the professors, who had been monitoring the students' locations and were ready to open a portal at any moment, would now claim not to know where they were.

So naturally, everyone was curious why they were keeping silent.

"It's not that we don't want to tell you..."

"Then what's the problem?! Do you actually want to see the Academy fall to ruin?!"

"Do we look like such trash to you?! This is really too much!!"

After continued pressure, one professor finally exploded, unable to contain himself any longer.

Despite the other professors trying to stop him, he kept talking.

"All the students who returned here came back with their bodies only—no receivers! And yet the signals remain unchanged!"

He was saying something completely absurd.

"...What?"

"What nonsense is this?! The Director made those impossible for students to remove..."

"That's exactly the point!! We don't have anything more to tell you...!"

"How interesting."

At that moment, a voice reached their ears from the distance.

It wasn't particularly distinctive or unique, but it belonged to someone unmistakable to anyone at the Academy.

"...Huh?!"

"D-Director?!"

"Why would you come to a place like this...!"

Due to her sudden appearance, both professors and students couldn't help but widen their eyes.

But thinking about it, this was inevitable.

She had always been the type to rarely show herself unless it was for something that officially required her presence.

That's why no one had questioned when she had only spoken through her voice earlier.

Even though she held the position of Academy Director, few professors could claim to have seen her frequently, for that very reason.

So naturally, they were surprised to see her boldly standing before them.

"Could you please explain that again in detail?"

"P-pardon?"

"In detail, please."

"....."

What the professors saw in her eyes at that moment was something that could only be described as strange.

***

Meanwhile, at a somewhat early hour.

In the western territory known as the Land of Criminals, an elf was taking an unusually long morning walk.

*I'd like to return quickly and talk with that fellow, but...*

Squeak—
Squeeeeeak—

*Since they've been like this the whole time, I can't just go as I please...*

Contrary to her wishes, she kept sighing deeply as she moved forward.

To others, it might appear as if she were talking to empty air.

But she was indeed having a conversation—with beings invisible to ordinary human eyes.

*Yes, I'm starting to feel it too... they might be being hunted.*

Squeeeeeak—
Whoooosh—

*No... fine, I understand. I understand, so stop sulking.*

Because of the spirits' attitude—threatening to go on strike if she didn't comply with their request—she had no choice but to suppress her desire to return and continue moving forward.

When she finally reached her destination, a large building stood prominently before her.

*This is... the place with that terrible blood smell from yesterday... why—*

Whoooosh—

*Follow you? Why... ah, hey! Stop pushing me...! I can walk on my own feet...!*

The spirits continued guiding her, but along a completely different path than the one she had taken yesterday.

*No... why take this route when there's a perfectly good path...*

Squeeeeeak—

*I-I'll go in, so stop pushing me!*

Unlike before when she had climbed up some stairs, now she was continuously descending.

The path looked as though it hadn't been used by people for quite some time.

*Where on earth are you taking me... Even though I rely on your help, if you lead me to such a dangerous place...*

Squeeeeeak—
Whoooosh—

*...You say we're here? What could possibly be here...*

The underground was indeed very dark as she had expected, but fortunately, the spirits provided light.

What she saw made her drop her hand in shock.

Growl—
Snarl—

Literally dozens, perhaps hundreds of demonic beasts.

They filled the underground of the Arena, living peacefully.

And they were devouring normal animals.

*...What is this?*

Since there was no way such normal animals would be roaming around this underground area,

There was only one possible answer.

*...Humans are breeding demonic beasts?*

Ch.261 - Hungry
It wasn't that there had never been attempts to domesticate magical beasts before.

Greater strength than normal,
Greater ferocity than normal.

And finally, the cruelty to easily kill several people.

If they could only be tamed properly,
They would literally become the perfect military force.

"H-here, try eating this..."

"Grrrrrrrr...!!"

"W-what? W-wait, eat this, not me... Aaaaaahhhhh!!!"

Of course, it wasn't as if things would go as planned.

Magical beasts had almost no rationality.
If they had anything, it was merely powerful instinct.

Since they naturally lacked the concept of being the same species,
They viewed even those who fed them as nothing more than prey.

Concepts like friendliness or belonging simply didn't exist for them.

"Sigh... so this attempt failed too?"

"Y-yes! It seems completely impossible..."

"Tsk, do you think this is why I hired you?"

"....."

"If it's not working, make it work! At least make them listen to me!!"

But that didn't mean everyone had given up on the idea...

Just as they say anyone desires to possess powerful abilities that not everyone can have,

People have always craved and wanted
Power greater than what they already possessed.

Especially if it was power that others couldn't easily obtain.

As their power grew stronger,
Their family's influence would also gradually increase.

Moreover, being able to control magical beasts had tremendous merit in warfare.

Things ordinary people could never do.

Operations that required falling from dozens of meters in the air,
Or missions that needed to penetrate hundreds of meters underground.

Tasks impossible for normal human strength and physical structure could be accomplished easily by using magical beasts.

From the start, creatures that could exert the strength of dozens of men
Had considerable merit just in their potential to contribute in various ways.

"But that's nothing more than a fantasy...
I've never heard of humans actually taming magical beasts?"

However, the magical beasts before her eyes were certainly in a somewhat tamed state.

While animal carcasses were scattered everywhere,
The proof was that there wasn't a single human corpse in sight.

"Rabbits and deer wouldn't naturally live in underground human structures..."

At the very least, someone must have brought them here,
And if that were the case, that human should definitely have been killed.

Magical beasts naturally had no concept of being picky eaters.

"But there are no human bones here... which means..."

It meant they had at least been trained not to attack humans.

If not that, then at minimum, someone had devised a means to avoid being attacked by magical beasts.

If it was the former, it would be an achievement no one could ignore,
But even the latter couldn't be easily dismissed.

Magical beasts were abundant in this world and constantly appearing.

Naturally, the damage they caused was substantial,
And villages with relatively weak defenses always had to live in fear...

"If that method exists, it would solve everything..."

Although she wasn't particularly knowledgeable about human negotiation methods or relations between neighboring countries,

Even she could clearly understand one thing.

Whatever method made this possible,
Its mere existence would be a powerful weapon.

"If one could control magical beasts, unifying all surrounding countries wouldn't be just a dream..."

Of course, if there were a perfect method to control magical beasts,
Those cunning imperials would certainly have used it.

In any case, just not being attacked by magical beasts was merit enough.

To put it bluntly, if someone were to release magical beasts onto a battlefield, no one would be able to defend against them.

"This might be something I should report to Mother."

Screeeech—
Whoooosh—

"Alright, alright, just let me out of here first."

The pungent smell of blood was so thick it clogged her nose,
Making it difficult even to breathe properly.

Having taken in all these sights, she carefully moved and slipped outside.

The moment she left,
Pink eyes appeared from within the darkness.

Slither—

Though they quickly disappeared as well.





***





"So how are we going to use this..."

"No, if we're going to present it, we should do it like..."

"That's not my problem, do as you please... oh."

While we were busy discussing how to select materials to submit to the Academy with Beluga,

The enormous rumbling sound from my stomach forced us to pause our conversation.

Hearing the sound, Beluga hesitated for a moment,
Then placed his hands on his waist and burst into hearty laughter.

"Hahaha! What a powerful sound!
Haven't you eaten anything since last night?"

"...I had things to do, so I couldn't eat."

Running around all day,
Constantly swinging my sword outside...

Naturally, there was no time left to put anything in my mouth.

Besides, by the time I arrived here, the sun had already set and night had fallen.

Ella was already sound asleep,
And most shops had closed their doors.

My inability to eat anything was, in a way, quite natural.

No reason to blush about it.

"From what you've shown so far, you really didn't seem like a student like us, but seeing this makes you feel more relatable!"

"....."

"If you don't mind, I'll guide you to the dining hall!"

Regardless of whether I felt embarrassed or not,
He seemed to find it unexpected that I would show such a side of myself.

Without me even asking, he volunteered to guide me and left the room.

Of course, with the documents firmly clutched to his chest.

"Aren't you coming? Whatever else, breakfast is essential!"

"...I usually skip breakfast."

"Unacceptable! Breakfast should always be eaten!"

"....."

"You need to eat breakfast regularly for muscles to grow quickly, so I think there's nothing to lose by eating!"

"...Fine, lead the way."

Anyone watching would think he was some breakfast advocacy campaigner.

Of course, I also knew that eating breakfast was very good for staying healthy throughout the day...

I just didn't know this fact was so widely spread even in this world where science wasn't particularly advanced.

Well, I was never much of a breakfast person anyway.

"Do I really need to eat breakfast... Silvia probably didn't eat either."

I understood he was making this suggestion out of consideration for me,
But as someone who rarely ate breakfast, it felt somewhat bothersome.

Rather than spending time on this, he should be looking after the others...
What's the point of caring for another man?

There must be others who skipped breakfast too.

Isabella, who had crumbs all over her mouth until just a while ago, might be different.

But Silvia, who went out for a walk unusually early this morning, probably hadn't eaten anything either.

Unless there was a restaurant open all day,
It would be difficult to accommodate her early rising time.

"...But where did she go that she's still not back?"

Normally, she should have returned by now, even at the latest.

"...The princess seems to be late."

"Now that you mention it, you're right!
She usually returns by this time!"

"...Aren't you worried at all?"

If I remember correctly,
This guy definitely said he liked Silvia.

Don't people usually worry a bit when they don't know the whereabouts of someone they like?

"Hmm? Hahaha! Are you saying this knowing that nothing is more futile than worrying about her?"

"...Well, that's..."

I couldn't deny it.

From the beginning, if she wanted to, she could easily defeat him right now.

In a way, he should be worried about someone else.
For example... Isabella, who slipped into her room earlier.

"She still hasn't come out...
Is it really that embarrassing?"

Following Beluga to the inn's lobby,
I could see her door was still firmly shut.

Judging by the dust accumulated in front of the door,
It seemed she hadn't opened it even once since entering.

Well, I admit it was an embarrassing sight to show others.
But I didn't think she needed to hole up in her room like that.

This place wasn't as well-equipped as the Grand Duke's residence,
So she probably wouldn't want to stay cooped up for long.

"I should just think of it as a grown woman who ate with food on her face..."

...That would be embarrassing.
Especially since she's a Grand Duchess.

Thinking about it again,
It wasn't a particularly good look to show others.

"She'll come out when she calms down...
There's still some time left anyway."

"Hmm? What did you just say?"

"...I didn't say anything. Let's hurry."

Right now, I just wanted to put something in my stomach.

Ch.262 - Setting Up Shop
Indeed, the rumors about this being the best inn in the area weren't wrong. Despite it being quite early, the lobby was already filled with many people, each occupying tables and chatting loudly.

*This place doesn't look nice enough to attract so many people... surprising.*

Though the beds had been comfortable, I hadn't expected such a crowd. From the building's exterior to its service, nothing seemed particularly exceptional.

"Hahaha, so then I..."

"No, if you had bet where I did, you would've won money too... why did you choose that..."

"Yesterday's match was rigged, I tell you! When is that monster going to die..."

I'd assumed most people would skip breakfast, but surprisingly, many were eating something. There was a grumpy man scratching his unshaven chin, clearly annoyed at having woken up early. A muscular guy was already downing alcohol despite it being morning. And in a distant corner sat a cat-eared beastkin, quietly sipping soup alone, seemingly disliking the noisy atmosphere.

All sorts of people had gathered here for their morning meal.

*The food doesn't seem special... what's the attraction?*

Lost in these idle thoughts, Beluga and I slowly descended the stairs. Due to Beluga's massive size, the stairs creaked ominously under his weight.

"Hm? What's that sound..."

"Sounds like someone on the stairs..."

No matter how noisy the lobby was, such a distinctive sound couldn't go unnoticed. Soon, almost everyone's eyes turned toward us.

"....."

"....."

They stared without saying a word. It felt like being animals in a zoo cage, which was quite uncomfortable. I was particularly vulnerable to such stares.

I would have preferred gazes containing some emotion, even hatred, rather than these meaningless stares. Those with clear emotions were easier to deal with—return hatred with hatred, affection with affection. Simply reflect whatever emotion they showed me. No need for tiresome conversation.

*If someone picked a fight, I could just punch them and be done with it...*

Surprisingly, none of the people staring at us showed any hostility. They just looked at us as if we were some curious spectacle.

*Shouldn't at least one person be wary of outsiders in a place like this?*

It seemed odd that they didn't immediately recognize us as students...

"....."

"Hm? Why are you staring like that, Baron?"

"...It's nothing, let's continue."

Wouldn't someone that tall be difficult to identify as a student at first glance? Especially since his face didn't look particularly young.

*If we were still wearing Academy uniforms, that would be different...*

Beluga, Isabella, and Silvia had apparently changed into casual clothes before I arrived. I hadn't changed myself, but when I woke up after fainting, my clothes had been changed. They probably thought my sweat-soaked clothes were unwearable. I had been thinking the same before I passed out.

*Wait, who changed my clothes then?*

Surely not Isabella or Silvia... which would leave only Beluga?

"....."

"Hm? Why do you keep staring at my face? Do you have something to say?"

"...No, it's nothing."

I decided not to imagine what happened. At least I was now wearing fresh, clean clothes. It didn't really matter who had changed them.

*My scars might look unpleasant... but whatever.*

It's not like I had anyone to show them to anyway.

"Baron, from what I tasted earlier, the meat dishes here are quite delicious!"

"...Beluga Ron, everything's fine, but can you stop calling me Baron when addressing me?"

"Hmm? Why is that?!"

"...It's drawing people's attention."

He was too dense to notice, but I immediately realized that the moment he called me Baron, the gazes of everyone around us changed instantly.

"Hey... that kid is a baron?"

"Come on... they're probably just friends playing around."

"But with that height difference... friends? Isn't he more like a bodyguard?"

"But he was speaking informally to him earlier..."

*Great, now we're the center of attention.*

Even though nobles might come to this town for the Arena, they typically just enjoyed the matches and then left. Few nobles like me would stay overnight in a place like this.

I don't mean to disparage the town, but it lacked many amenities suitable for nobility—both in service and hygiene. Most nobles would prefer to travel the extra distance to sleep in their own mansions rather than stay here.

Besides, this was technically territory of the Charlotte family. It wasn't an appropriate place to cause trouble.

*The moment you mistreat commoners here, the Charlotte family would immediately send an official complaint to your family...*

The Charlotte family was one of the few ducal houses in the Empire. They would unhesitatingly send complaints even to children of high-ranking families, and then extract hefty compensation for any mistreatment of their territory's residents.

With such situations repeatedly occurring, it was natural that few nobles stayed here.

*So when they discover an outsider who also happens to hold a noble title...*

It was inevitable that they would take notice. Plus, nobles generally had money, making them attractive targets in a place with limited income sources.

*Well, I don't have any money anyway.*

More precisely, I didn't have money "right now," but that was effectively the same as having none at all. We had left the Academy in such a hurry that I hadn't brought any money or possessions.

I could probably afford to pay for this meal, but that would be about it. This meant we needed to finish our evaluation quickly.

"Jenison Bar—I mean, Jenison, how about ordering this?"

"...What's this?"

"It's a special meat dish they only serve here... it's quite tasty!"

"...Really?"

Following Beluga's advice, who had already visited the restaurant, we ordered a few dishes. While sipping the water served before the meal, we endured the stares of others.

After what felt like exactly ten minutes, the inn's door swung open again, accompanied by the ringing bell announcing a new arrival.

"Welcome, guest!"

"I'm not a guest, I'm a lodger."

Despite her beautiful voice, her tone was stiff, businesslike, and could even be described as authoritative. With her appearance, all the attention that had been focused on Beluga and me immediately shifted to her.

Among the many non-human races spread throughout this world, there was one that particularly avoided human eyes and spent most of their lives in forests.

"Oh? You're all here?"

The Princess of the Elves, Silvia, who had gone for an early morning walk and brought me, an uninvited guest, had finally returned from her walk—which could no longer be called an early morning stroll.

"Pr-Princess?"

"...Pardon? Why are you calling me that, Mr. Ron?"

"...Your tone just now..."

"....."

She seemed troubled as soon as she returned.

***

"Recite it."

"Yes!"

Flutter, flutter—

Dozens of pages were quickly turned in the darkness, making fluttering sounds. In that place devoid of any light, the man steadily read the words written on the papers.

"The total amount bet by customers for this Arena event is..."

"Skip that. Just tell me how much was placed on that donkey bastard."

"Yes...? Ah... yes!"

More pages fluttered.

After turning dozens more pages, he finally found the information the Arena master wanted. Again, despite the complete darkness, he read the text perfectly.

"On Kan Hula... the Black Mule, customers have bet approximately 8,700 gold..."

"Hmm... that's a tasty sum. That guy is certainly a guaranteed paycheck."

"...Yes, it certainly seems that way."

"But to think I have to cut it off with my own hands... what a shame."

"Yes... wait, what did you just—"

"You heard me correctly... what are you waiting for? Get preparations started."

The Black Mule will die tomorrow, no matter what.

Set up the scheme.

Ch.263 - Strange Conspiracy
"....."

"...Are you not going to eat?"

She had been sitting in the corner for a while now, dejected, with her face buried in her knees.

The drooping tips of her pointed ears clearly revealed just how bad her mood was.

It might sound a bit silly to guess someone's feelings just by looking at their ear tips, but for her, it was entirely possible.

After all, she was an Elf.
A race that took immense pride in their ears.

For them, ears were a means of communication that allowed them to better hear the sounds of nature,

And a physical feature that distinguished them as the honorable children of the forest, different from other races.

Plus, as now, they were also tools that could convey their emotions to others.

*Is it similar to how beastkin use their tails...?*

I wasn't entirely sure, but I'd heard that beastkin often expressed their emotions through their tails...

If my understanding was correct, her situation wasn't much different from theirs.

Instincts that are deeply ingrained can't simply be suppressed by willpower.

No matter how much she disliked showing her emotions outwardly, it wouldn't be easy for her to control.

*But seriously... why is she so upset just because someone heard her real way of speaking?*

It's not like Beluga was the type to care about someone else's speech patterns.
She even started speaking informally to me as soon as we met, so what's the big deal...

To an outsider, she might look like a pitiful woman lamenting her fate, but to me, who knew the whole story, she just looked like a child sulking because her true nature had been exposed.

What else but childish behavior is getting all huffy because someone discovered your true self?

"...I'll eat when I want to. Leave me be."

And now she was even skipping meals over something so trivial.

Finding it unbearable to watch, I ignored her and stuffed the remaining pieces of meat into my mouth.

It's not like anything I said would fix the situation anyway.

These things are best resolved directly between the parties involved.

"....."

"Hmm?! What is it, Na—I mean, Jenison!"

Hoping he might do something about it, I nudged Beluga in the side. He had been sitting next to me, mindlessly stuffing meat into his mouth.

Having received my signal, he just stared at me blankly, as if asking what was wrong,

While completely ignoring Silvia, who was sitting dejectedly right beside him.

What an oblivious guy.
Even a quick glance should have made it obvious why I called him.

"...My dignity... all my acting has been for nothing."

"....."

"Hmm! No matter how many times I eat it, the food at this inn never gets old!"

"...Sigh."

For a while, the dining table was filled with sighs and exclamations from who knows who.

The people around us, sensing that something was off about our atmosphere, seemed less inclined to pay attention to us than before.

Well, in a remote place like this, there probably wouldn't be anyone foolish enough to approach out of mere curiosity when seeing a noble and an elf together.

*Especially when the mood seems this tense... and Beluga's large build probably doesn't help either.*

However, maintaining this uncomfortable atmosphere any longer wasn't something I wanted, so I tried to overcome it.

I turned my head to the right and cautiously spoke to her, who was still in low spirits.

"...Um, thank you for this morning."

"...Hmm? Why are you thanking me?"

"...You were the one who brought me back when I lost consciousness, weren't you, Princess?"

"...I don't need thanks for something so trivial."

She snapped back curtly and turned her head away, but I, sitting right next to her, could clearly see it.

Her pointed ears, which had been drooping until just now, were now turning red like ripe apples and fluttering up and down.

She didn't seem to be aware of it herself, as she maintained a deliberately solemn expression...

But contrary to her dignified look, her ears showed no signs of stopping.

Like a well-functioning propeller, they continued to flutter.

"...Still, I'm grateful for what you did."

To others, my words might sound like empty flattery, but I wasn't lying.

I was genuinely grateful to her even now.

*No matter how healthy my body is now, if I had stayed out there all night, I would have definitely fallen ill...*

At any other time it might not have mattered, but right now was an extremely important period for me.

I didn't want to waste even a moment of time, and in that sense, her help had truly been significant.

In this situation where time was as valuable as gold, it would have been strange not to be grateful to her.

Besides, she hadn't asked me anything so far. She must have had some idea of what I was doing back then.

The broken blades, the dusty clothes.
And the oddly raised terrain around, suggesting I had been doing something.

The fact that she brought me to the inn meant she had seen all of that.

Yet despite being so dejected, she hadn't mentioned any of it even once.

Whether she deliberately avoided talking about it, or was simply not in the mood because of her dejection, I wasn't sure.

Either way, her silence was still a great help to me even at this moment.

*...Should I order some more food for her?*

I didn't have much money on hand, so I might not be able to order enough to fully satisfy her...

But this much was certainly within my means.

If she wanted, I would be happy to order more for her.

"...Um, is there anything else you'd like to—"

"Ah, come to think of it, I saw something when I went for a walk earlier—"

Just as I was about to ask what she might want, rather unfortunately, her words and mine rang out simultaneously.

And at that very moment, the inn's door opened violently with a loud bang.

As if someone had forcefully torn it open.

CRASH—

"Kyaaaah?!"

"Wh-what madman opens an inn door that violently?!"

"SHUT UUUUP!! I'm still not over last night's hangover...!!"

As expected, the sudden loud noise caused people enjoying their meals in the lobby to either scream or shout even louder in response.

Even we, who had been quietly enjoying our food, found ourselves caught up in the commotion, looking around to assess the situation.

This wasn't some busy downtown area—such a disturbance in a remote place like this was unusual.

It was almost certainly a major commotion.

"Hey!! That's not what's important right now!!"

"Shut up, you bastard!! What kind of inconsiderate jerk disturbs people who are trying to rest peacefully?!"

"N-no, Uncle Hens... it's really important, I'm telling you!"

"...If I hear that it's not important after all, I'll just... wham!!"

"N-no, it's really important news!"

"Then spit it out, kid!"

Finding himself under the scrutiny of other annoyed guests, the man took a few steps back and then, as if he had nothing to lose, started rattling off something at machine-gun speed.

"They're holding another match at the Arena tomorrow, and it's going to be a special match!!"

"...What?"

That instantly tangled the thread of thoughts in my mind that had been unwinding so smoothly.

***

Meanwhile, in the deepest part of the Arena.

Just like in other areas, magical beasts were being bred here too.

But the magical beasts here all had something slightly different about them compared to others.

Magical beasts that lived in the deepest part,
Magical beasts that survived well even in places without a single ray of light.

Yet they were the strongest,
And the longest-surviving magical beasts.

Yes, this was the place where only the strongest magical beasts in the Arena were kept.

Grrrrrr—
Pihiuoooong—

In that pitch-black underground where not a single ray of light entered,
The only sources of light were the glowing eyes of the magical beasts in the darkness.

Perhaps because only the fiercest magical beasts were gathered there,
Even the Arena staff were reluctant to enter that place.

Because of this, no one noticed.

"Heheheh~"

That a pair of ominously red glowing eyes had rolled into that dark underground.

"If I release all the magical beasts here too...
It would certainly increase the chaos, one way or another?"

Gak-gaeng—
Kiiing... kiiing—

"Hmm... but they're like dogs, I guess,
They clearly recognize who's stronger, which makes things easier~"

Swoooosh—

After an alien voice echoed once,
The red glow of the eyes began to fade.

As if in exchange, the eyes of the other magical beasts began to sparkle brightly.

"Hmm... it would be best to release them when many humans are gathered... I'll release them tomorrow!"

In that dark place, unknown to anyone, another bizarre plot was about to unfold.

Ch.264 - Emergency Quest
The Arena.

The end and despair for all criminals, an execution ground where once you enter, you can never leave alive.

At the same time, it was a gambling den that attracted all the wealthy elites from the surrounding areas.

Unlike other tourist attractions, it wasn't open year-round, 365 days a year.

Unlike other tourist spots with various attractions, the Arena offered only one spectacle: the fight to determine the final survivor among criminals.

At first glance, it might seem like the most stimulating and unique entertainment, but no matter how much gold plating or jewels adorn it, the essence of garbage doesn't change—and neither does the essence of the Arena.

The Arena (鬪技場)—written with the characters for "fight" (鬪) and "skill" (技). No matter how many people viewed the Arena's duels as mere entertainment, its essence was always a bloody battle where flesh was torn and blood splattered.

Naturally, cleanup required considerable time.

Even with magic and magicians available, it was impossible to completely clear away all the blood and flesh after each fight.

Besides, proper magicians wouldn't work in such a filthy place to begin with.

Rather than dealing with bloody chunks and torn flesh in the Arena, even with poor treatment, they'd prefer doing menial tasks at the Magic Tower.

Well, the benefits for Arena employees weren't exactly low-level...

But ordinary people would rather work in a stable job for less money than in a bloody workplace that paid suspiciously well.

Moreover, the number of criminals to manage increased every year...

Naturally, there weren't enough people working at the Arena. And consequently, the competition schedule kept getting pushed back.

Especially after the last match, where many areas were damaged...

It should have taken at least a week to clear away the debris, right?

*Why are they scheduling another match so quickly?*

It was clearly an unreasonable schedule. No matter how much money came in from gambling...

The moment this rushed schedule produced a terrible match, public opinion would never side with them.

Moreover, as a gambling venue, trust directly affected revenue.

*What makes them confident enough to schedule matches this quickly...*

"Has the Arena ever scheduled the next match this quickly before?"

"No, we usually had to wait at least a week before the next match schedule was announced..."

It seemed I wasn't the only one with such doubts. The lobby, which had been quiet until just moments ago, suddenly became animated again.

Soon, people putting their heads together reached one conclusion.

"Wait, is that what matters right now? We need to gather all our money first!!"

"Ah... but my wife manages our money now..."

"If I win just this once, I can make up for everything I've lost! You're so frustrating!!"

"....."

True to their gambling nature, these people looked ready to rush to the Arena with money in hand.

In an instant, almost everyone there hurriedly left to find sources of money.

The lobby, which had been bustling just moments before, was now left with only me, my companions, and a few others.

It was as desolate as a mudflat after the tide had gone out.

"They all left."

"I don't know much about this, but are humans always this obsessed with money?"

Silvia no longer bothered to hide her manner of speech, openly revealing her true way of talking.

She had even dropped her formal speech, suggesting she had adopted a "whatever happens, happens" attitude.

Well, unless she revealed her identity herself, no one would know she was the Princess of the Elves.

Unless there was someone sensitive to such news in a place like this, it was impossible for anyone to have seen the Elven Princess who had enrolled in the Academy in such a remote location.

Even information brokers only exist when there are people buying information.

Perhaps due to the sudden change in atmosphere, even Beluga, who had been quietly eating, put down his utensils and stared at her as if entranced.

I only realized she was addressing me when she glanced at me from the corner of her eye.

"People's lives become easier the more money they have."

"How foolish. We live perfectly well in nature without a single coin."

Though she showed clear disapproval as if it were her business, having lived in a capitalist world for a long time, I had no particular argument against her opinion.

Money isn't everything in life, but it certainly makes living much more convenient.

Even in this world, titles and ranks mean little in the face of money...

*In a way, it's understandable why people go crazy over money.*

"You plan to finish your evaluation today, don't you?"

"Yes, that's right."

"Hmm... well, I can handle it personally later... so it doesn't matter."

"Is something wrong?"

"It's nothing. Look, there's the last one coming down. Let's go talk."

With a suspicious expression, she departed toward Isabella, who was just coming down the stairs.

Ding─

"....?"

As I was about to follow her, I froze in place at the status window that appeared after a long time.

≪Urgent Quest!≫
≪Mass Demonic Beast Invasion Imminent!≫

"What is this?"

A red light swirled around it, suggesting something was about to happen at any moment.

***

"So this is the place? The building where that old hag is working?"

"Yes, I'm certain."

"Kekeke... I don't know what she's doing staying so long in a mere human building..."

Well, I was told to bring her back.

As the Black Forest howled, two human figures emerged from it.

Leaves rustled in the wind, and the surface of the lake vibrated with the tremors of the ground.

Though the sun was still blazing hot, the two men who had just emerged from the Black Forest showed no signs of having broken even the slightest sweat.

Their expressions were too calm to believe they had just escaped from that infamous forest of demonic beasts.

"So, where do we go now?"

"Um, master, rather than that..."

"Hmm? What's the problem?"

"It's not exactly a problem, but what about those small fry behind us...?"

"You take care of them. Handle it yourself."

"....."

"Or would you prefer I turn you back into a small fry like them?"

"I'll handle it myself."

The moment the young man's icy threat was heard, the old man secretly sighed as if he had no choice and slowly took his stance.

Kwaaaaaaak─
Kieeeeeeeeek─

"Wow, there's a disgusting number of them."

"....."

At the same time, the forest literally began to vibrate.

It was due to the footsteps of countless demonic beasts shaking the entire land.

From tiny insect-type demonic beasts to monsters with bodies the size of houses.

Demonic beasts that could fill an entire village were now charging toward these two without the slightest hesitation.

"....Haah."

At that moment, the old man's pupils split vertically like a snake's.

"Is it my fault for having such an incompetent master?"

"I can hear you, you know? Do you want to be beaten like a dog for once?"

"I apologize for my rudeness."

Crack─

A single gesture and step. That was more than enough.

Kieeeeeeeeek!!─
Gayauareeeeeaak!!─
Suwaoooooong!!─

Enough to slice apart all the demonic beasts charging toward them.

"Ugh, blood."

"....."

If others had witnessed this, they would have fallen to their knees with mouths agape...

Unfortunately, the young man showed no interest in any of it.

Rather, he acted as if this were normal, scolding the old man for not cleaning up faster.

It was an extremely unfair reality, but the old man was in no position to properly rebut the young man.

First, regardless of circumstances, the thug-like young man before him was his master.

Kyaaaaat!!─

"Oh, come on."

Kwaaaaaaang!!!

"Hey, aren't you going to clean up properly? There are still some alive."

"I apologize."

And second, he knew that even if he gave his all, he couldn't harm his master.

Because he was, literally, a monster.

"Um... Master."

"What now?"

"I was wondering if you're going to leave this forest as it is?"

"Of course?"

"About deactivating your ability or..."

"Are you crazy? Why would I do that?"

If I leave it like this, they'll go down to the villages and harm humans on their own. Why should I bother?

"....."

"Stop talking nonsense and continue guiding me—"

"Master? Why..."

"Hey, go on ahead."

"What?"

"There's an interesting woman here. She's daring to provoke me."

"....?"

"Just leave a marker and go ahead."

Or follow me.

With those words, he vanished like the wind, and the old man, suddenly left alone, brought his hand to his forehead and muttered:

"You should tell me where you're going if you want me to follow you, Master."

How am I supposed to follow you...?

Once again, the old man's incomprehensible lament echoed far and wide.

***

"What's this? Did you send that message?"

"I don't think I need to ask who you are."

"What?"

"First, let's address your crime of hurting my students."

Ch.265 - In The Forest
"Hmm... I came here because it looked interesting..."

"....."

"What do you want, woman?"

Under the sky where night had not yet fallen, two silhouettes faced each other.

On one side stood a beautiful woman with platinum blonde hair. On the other, a man with shaggy dark red hair.

Neither of their lips bore any trace of a smile as they spoke like strangers meeting for the first time.

An ominous wind swept through the forest, creating a chilling sound like something screaming.

Swish—
Whoosh—

A sound that embodied the very definition of spine-chilling.

The mighty trees that had stood unfazed through the passage of hundreds of monsters now seemed to scream in terror, as if frightened by something unseen.

At the same time, the staff the woman had been holding was now pointed directly at the man.

"Huh? What's with that gesture? Who do you think you're pointing at...!"

"Is it you?"

"...What?"

"The monsters in this forest, despite their fierce appearance, rarely come out or attack humans unprovoked."

"....."

At the woman's sharp words, which suggested she knew everything, the man pushed out his lips mockingly as if to say "what do you want me to do about it?"

Ignoring his attitude that seemed designed to provoke anger, the woman continued speaking.

"Yet now they're rampaging madly."

"Ha..."

"And it happened right after you and your companions emerged from the forest."

"Listen, old hag? Lady?"

"...How incredibly rude. I can hardly believe that's how you address a woman you're meeting for the first time."

"Oh? Really? Well, excuse me for being uneducated... If I offended you, I'm sorry... but."

"What does that have to do with me? Why are you throwing accusations at me, huh?"

"....."

"Fine, let's say for argument's sake that those creatures are going wild because of me... okay?"

"....."

"But why are you so upset about it that you came all the way here in person?"

Someone like you wouldn't have been hurt by those creatures anyway.

As his mocking voice rang out, the corners of the man's mouth began to tear open with a ripping sound.

His sharp, saw-like teeth ground together, making a screeching noise like metal scraping against metal.

It was a sight that could never be described as human, yet the woman before him didn't show the slightest movement.

When she continued to show no reaction, it was ultimately the man who became flustered first.

"...Old hag, have we met somewhere before? I don't remember seeing you..."

"Your manner of speech remains disrespectful, and I believe I already mentioned that we're meeting for the first time."

"...Then why aren't you surprised? It's not something I'm proud of, but even I'm not confident about my face."

"I don't have time to worry about such things. Even this conversation is a waste of my time."

"....."

At her ice-cold voice, the man's already grotesque face contorted further.

By the time his torn mouth nearly reached his ears, he exhaled softly and addressed her once more.

Honestly, he wanted nothing more than to crush this woman right now...

But if doing so delayed his original purpose of joining up with the others...

*That won't do... I don't want to hear what those old geezers would say.*

Yet it didn't seem like the woman would let him go easily either. In the end, there were only two ways out of this situation.

Either somehow deny being the culprit and escape, or quickly crush the woman and get back to his business without delaying his schedule.

*...It's not my style, but let's try the easier option first.*

"Listen, old ha—I mean, lady."

"....."

"Why are you getting so worked up about this when you weren't even hurt?"

"....."

Although his word choice was slightly more refined, he showed no other signs of improvement.

Yet he was actually satisfied with his language choice and manners.

If he had been his usual self, instead of having this conversation, he would have started with his fists first, regardless of whether the other person was a woman or a man.

For him, conversations always began with fists and ended with words.

First knock them down, then talk—a mindset that might seem barbaric and extreme to others.

Though he took on a human appearance, his way of thinking was far from human...

Once again, he couldn't understand why she was going this far.

"Seriously, you don't even have solid evidence that I'm the culprit, right?"

"....."

"And... well, I'm pretty ignorant about magic, but what you did earlier seemed like some high-level spell."

"...That's right, it's known to require at least 5th circle to use."

"...So why use it on me? You said it yourself—we're meeting for the first time."

"....."

"Using such magic on someone you've just met. Accusing someone without any evidence?"

"....."

Though he had long since abandoned human appearance, he thought he could somehow gloss over such trivial matters.

After all, she seemed to have realized his face was fake anyway.

*I'll just pass it off as magic... It's not like she knows every spell out there... right?!*

But his thoughts were immediately denied by her actions.

"What the...?!"

BOOM!!

Before he could make any excuses, a massive fireball struck his body directly.

He barely managed to dodge before another fireball came flying, pulling his body away just in time.

*Did I... just back away?*

Of course, his pride remained unrecovered.

"...You... crazy... bitch..."

Crack, crunch.
His teeth began grinding uncontrollably.

The chilling sound, capable of killing a person, spread throughout the branches.

Only after the smoke from the fireball cleared could he once again face her.

The face of the crazy woman who had just hurled a fireball at him without warning.

"What the hell are you doing?!"

"Since I came knowing, there's no need for you to deny it."

"...What?!"

After shooting a fireball at him without any warning, now she was claiming to know something?

He let out a roar at the woman's incomprehensible words, but then began to make an extremely uncomfortable expression as he saw her face.

"That you're the one who caused the chaos in this forest, and... that you're not human."

"...What the hell, this mana quantity?"

In the brief moment he had looked away, almost the entire surrounding area had become covered with her mana...

It was no wonder he was surprised.

*...She made this whole area her domain? Not even that decrepit old man could do this... what the hell is this?*

As far as he knew, only one person could do something like this.

And even that person had long since transcended the category of human, so the fact that a mere human could do such a thing was surprising enough.

He had never once thought that a human could contain such a vast amount of mana.

"And earlier, you said something like this:"

"....?"

Just as a genuine exclamation was about to escape his lips, the woman who had been standing quietly before him moved her hand again, and the staff in her hand once more pointed at his neck.

"Why are you so worked up when you weren't even hurt?"

"...Oh, that? Yeah, that's right. I still don't understand why you're so angry..."

"I was hurt."

And at that moment, the world shook. Just from her voice alone.

Or perhaps only his world shook...

One thing was certain—he felt the entire world in her voice.

This world, this entirety, all of these things. It felt as if they had been compressed and compressed again into her single statement.

When he came to his senses, he was already kneeling before her.

"...Huh?"

Whether his legs had given out, or whether they had been severed and remade in that brief moment, he wasn't sure.

But one thing was clear. Or rather, it would be stranger not to realize it in this situation.

"My students and my people. Thanks to your worthless actions."

"....!!"

Right in front of him was a woman emanating killing intent with her entire body, declaring she would kill him.

He needed to stand up somehow. With legs that still wouldn't move.

"As the director of the Academy of the Empire, and borrowing from my past as the guardian of the Imperial Family..."

I will execute you here and now.

"...Well, damn."

Forget being late, I might not even make it at all?

And so their battle began. Deep within the forest of monsters.

Ch.266 - Tomorrow Comes
Boom, boom, bang.
The sound of air being torn apart echoed through the atmosphere.

Twisting the air, slicing through emptiness.

This simple yet impossible feat was currently being performed by just two people.

"Kuhahaha!!! Old hag, why do you seem weaker than before? Huh?!"

"....."

On one side, simple punches.
On the other, the highest level of magic.

At first glance, it might seem like an extremely unfair fight for one side, but...

Bang─
Crash─

"Kyahahahaha!!!"

"....."

The participants themselves didn't see it that way at all.

After all, no one in the world would consider someone at a disadvantage when they could destroy almost any magic with a single punch.

With just one punch,
The magic shattered completely.

Like a solid hammer striking a glass panel with full force.

"....."

To take direct hits from fireballs with at least intermediate-level magic power and not have a single scratch—

She momentarily flinched at this extraordinary feat that no ordinary person could accomplish,
Yet her arm calmly pointed her staff forward.

As if she had expected this all along.

Whoooosh─

With a noise like the air itself was burning,
Large spears of flame shot out from behind her.

[7th Circle Magic, Flame Lance Knight Walking the Path of Fire.]

Relentless spears that track their target until they hit with precision.

Magic that ordinary people couldn't manifest in their entire lifetime
Was now being cast without any incantation.

The realm of silent casting, supported by vast magical knowledge.

This was the sole secret and technique that had allowed her to survive
Despite numerous interferences as she rose to the 9th Circle.

A magician is one who explores.
Knowledge was their power.

"Wow, that might actually sting a bit if it hits me?"

"Underestimating your opponent is a bad habit."

"What? Old hag, you don't understand... for me, that's a huge compliment..."

"That's why I won't underestimate you."

But her magic was far from over.

Her title was Grand Magician,
A 9th Circle holder, almost nonexistent even in the Empire.

The magic she could use
Was on a completely different level from what others knew.

Crack─
Boom─
Rumble─

[8th Circle Magic, Blue Glacier's Frost.]
[7th Circle Magic, Fragment of the Thousand-Year-Old Tree.]
[8th Circle Magic, Space Breaker.]

Rare magic that ordinary people wouldn't even have heard of.
Literally the exclusive domain of Grand Magicians, these spells were finally revealing themselves to the world today.

And their destructive power was by no means light.

Not only overwhelming mass,
But also physical force that shattered everything it touched.

All those things floating behind her
Had power worthy of being called high-level magic.

"...I thought your mana felt crazy... so you're a magician..."

"Not yet."

"...What?"

But she had no intention of stopping there.

What she intended was not judgment or anything else,
But simply punishment in its purest form.

There was no need to show mercy to an enemy of herself and the Academy.

Moreover, this was a forest of magical beasts with little human traffic,
So unleashing magic wouldn't harm other people.

Whoosh─
Her staff cut through the air once more.

[7th Circle Magic, Great Cloud Summoner.]
[8th Circle Magic, Rotating Wind Spear.]
[8th Circle Magic, God's Punishment with Blue Light.]
[8th Circle Magic...]

Simultaneously, the space around her was covered in countless colors.

Wildly fluctuating mana,
And surroundings that crumbled at the slightest touch.

At this sight that could only be described as a magical storm,
The man let out a small laugh before speaking again.

Setting aside the mockery he had been expressing until now,
With pure awe and admiration as one living being:

"...Old hag, what exactly are you?"

The change in the man's attitude was instantaneous—from the relaxed, half-joking approach to combat he had shown just moments ago.

Though it somewhat wounded his pride,
He felt he needed to take this seriously now.

'How can a mere human woman cast such magic without any preparation stance...?'

Even though he was a layman when it came to magic,
He could tell how advanced the magic she was casting truly was.

Even the magic that old man had shown him before
Didn't come without some warning signs...

And in terms of power, it didn't seem to be much inferior to those spells.

'I should fight thinking she can at least wound my body?'

The man readjusted his stance as he changed his mindset.
The smile that had been on his face until just moments ago had long disappeared.

Strength began to gather in his fists once more.

Crack─

Enough to shatter all those spells completely.

"...You're a crazy old hag."

"....."

"If you launch all that at me, this whole area will be blown away, you know?"

"....."

"If you do launch it, can you deal with the aftermath?"

He forced one corner of his mouth up into a sinister smile as he readjusted his fist, but in truth, he was feeling somewhat anxious inside.

'...Tsk, continuing to fight like this is a waste of time...'

It wasn't that he was afraid of losing.
He had rarely lost easily to anyone.

The woman before him seemed unusually strong for a human,
But that alone wouldn't be enough to defeat him.

In fact, it might end anticlimactically without her even touching him.

Though her magic was quite powerful for a human,
Compared to that old man who always fought with him...

Her power was still somewhat lacking.

Of course, if asked whether this was her full strength... that was another question,
But with just this level of power, she couldn't defeat him as he was now.

There was no need to be particularly tense.

However, not losing a fight and ending a fight were completely different matters.

He didn't have much time left, especially with urgent business to attend to.

He needed to join up with the old hag quickly,
And finish the job the old man had ordered.

Though he had sent his subordinate ahead,
Even that might not last long.

'...I should hurry.'

But his gaze was already fixed on the human woman before him.

As if he couldn't leave without dealing with her first.

The man's hair became disheveled.

"...Ha... shit, I was planning to just leave..."

"....."

"Why do I hate your eyes so much, old hag?"

Yes, it was all because of those eyes.

The reason this whole situation irritated him,
And why his feet wouldn't move according to his will.

A mere human, just a human,
With eyes suggesting she could kill him anytime she wanted—it was so impudent.

That's why his feet wouldn't move.
He had already decided to kill this woman.

"...Ah, this is really annoying."

"....."

"You've made me angry... well,
You'll pay the price yourself, won't you?"

At that moment, all the clothing covering his body instantly burst apart.

Simultaneously, his entire body swelled roughly.

***

"...Hmm?"

"My Queen, what... is... wrong?"

"...I just felt something very familiar... is it my imagination?"

"...I don't... know... sorry... gurgle..."

"Ah, it broke."

Thud.

The puppet with its strings cut fell to the floor with a thud,
And at the same time, something popped out from behind it.

Another figure that looked exactly like the puppet that had just fallen,
But could never be considered the same person.

"I've used it for a long time~ My power is too precious to waste on controlling just one human."

"Yes, my Queen."

"Now, use that body as you see fit.
And take care of the people around you properly."

"Yes, thank you, my Queen."

"Oh, and... you know no one can find out I'm here, right?"

"Yes, I won't let even a mouse get near."

"Good~ Then go."

"Yes."

Step, step─

And so the puppet with its strings cut
Began to return to its place according to the Queen's orders.

On that stage, only the puppeteer,
The so-called Queen, sat alone displaying the noble dignity of a monarch.

"Where on earth did they hide it that I can't find it after searching all day..."

Creak─
Squeak, squeal─

"...Humans, somehow they always know what's valuable and hide it so thoroughly... really."

Squeeeeeak─

"Yes, yes, you must be tired of your bodies too?"

Don't worry.

When tomorrow comes,
You'll have no choice but to move even if you don't want to.

"Huhu... I won't forget your sacrifices."

Though I don't know when I'll forget.

The Queen buried deep underground
Let out an eerie laugh.

Ch.267 - The End Of The Fight
BOOM!!
The entire forest shook with a tremendous roar.

All manner of animals and plants that lived in the forest, even various magical beasts, scattered in panic and began to flee.

In the chaos, none fought or attacked each other.

After all, the survival instinct to preserve one's life always takes precedence over the instinct to kill or eat others.

For any living creature, the instinct to survive always outweighs the instinct to fight.

Carnivores and small animals fled in herds, followed by numerous pitch-black magical beasts...

The scene could only be described as a great migration of the forest.

"Wh-what is this... Help! Magical beasts suddenly coming from the forest...!"

"The h-horses suddenly won't listen... Hey, hey... where are you going?!"

"Kyaaaah!! My house... my house...!!"

"D-darling!! Nooooo!!!"

The confusion wasn't limited to just the magical beasts and forest animals...

As magical beasts of various sizes burst out from the forest, they began turning the surrounding houses into complete ruins.

The village, whose defenses had grown lax after years without any magical beast incursions, was helplessly trampled.

Well... it was something to be thankful for that not many people were injured since the magical beasts were only focused on fleeing.

But it was undeniable that the village had been reduced to ruins.

While the smaller magical beasts were only about the size of cats, the larger ones literally had bodies several times bigger than an average adult man.

"What on earth... happened so suddenly...?"

"They were fine until now, why are they suddenly going wild?!"

"Did... did someone enter that forest?"

"Oh, old man... everyone in our village knows better than to go anywhere near that place since we learned it was full of magical beasts...!"

"Th-then why did this happen?
Those creatures were living quietly without causing any trouble until now..."

"How would we know?
Like I said, none of us went into the forest..."

"Come to think of it, I did hear something booming from deep inside earlier..."

"It definitely wasn't anyone from our village. Even our guards don't go in there... what madman would enter that place?"

Every villager insisted that no one from their village would ever enter that forest.

Even when they tried to question each other about suspicious individuals, everyone denied entering the forest.

Just as the identity of whoever entered the forest was becoming more and more of a mystery...

BOOM!!

As if responding to their words, another massive roar echoed from deep within the forest.

From the pitch-black forest shrouded in hellish darkness, a burst of light erupted as if a small sun had descended.

WHOOSH!!

"Th-this can't be..."

"Wh-what's happening to our village...!!"

People who couldn't know the truth could only fear the overwhelming power before their eyes.

Not knowing that this power came from someone trying to protect them.

***

"Khaack...!!"

"You're still acting foolishly."

"What... are you saying, you crazy old... guaaaargh!!!"

Bang, bang, boom.
Quite substantial impact sounds spread through the air.

From just one punch of a man.

"A mere human...!!"

Despite throwing dozens of punches that cut through the air, the man still seemed unsatisfied as he pulled his arm back deeply once more.

Like someone hitting a punching machine, he firmly gripped his wrist with his hand.

Determined to kill his opponent with this next blow.

"Stop looking at me with those insolent eyes!!!"

As a great shout burst from the enraged man's mouth...

BOOM!!

With a roar that surpassed the man's shout, a large mass of air extended straight into the sky.

At the end of it was a woman floating calmly in the air, holding a staff as tall as herself.

"Pathetic."

However, she wasn't foolish enough to take such an obvious attack.

If it had been an attack with physical form, perhaps, but especially since this attack had no substance.

[2nd Circle Magic, Mana Shield.]

A magic that simply converts one's mana into a protective barrier.

It's an extremely simple spell, and since it only transforms as much mana as the caster possesses into a shield...

It's known to be unsuitable for combat, but when the caster is an Archmage like her, the story changes somewhat.

An Archmage is the pinnacle of magic, one who reigns supreme.

For those called incarnations of mana, the amount of mana is no longer their limitation.

WHOOSH!!!

"...Not even a scratch?!"

"I told you, you won't be able to touch even a hair on me."

An extremely arrogant and overconfident tone.

It would have been behavior she'd never normally engage in, but right now she didn't feel her opponent was worthy of even the slightest respect.

If it had been anyone else, perhaps, but he had harmed Academy students.

Even if it was unintentional, the fact remained that many villagers had nearly been hurt because of him.

"No, perhaps they already have been..."

No matter how she thought about it, there was no reason.
No reason why she should respect the person before her.

Someone with no manners, acting like they owned the world.
Someone who had injured so many people.

She wasn't a kind person, after all.

"You bastard, you've been looking down on me this whole time...?!"

"If you feel wronged, you could also fly in the sky."

[8th Circle Magic, Earth Mother's Sanctuary.]

Without giving him a moment to breathe, another spell activated, and several rocks began floating around her.

From below, stones and clumps of earth of various sizes rose up and began stacking neatly beside the already floating rocks.

As if trying to create massive spears.

"Hmm... you really do look similar..."

"...?"

Overwhelming mass and overwhelming magical power.

An ordinary person would have fallen back in fear, yet his face showed not the slightest trace of fear.

Instead, he was just grinning as if something felt familiar.

Even the slight irritation he had shown earlier seemed to have completely disappeared.

"Hey, old lady... do you happen to have any disciples, sons, or grandsons?"

"....."

"Don't make that face.
I'm asking because I'm genuinely curious."

"...I don't know why you're curious about that in this situation, but I have no family. Does that answer your question?"

"What about disciples?"

Logically speaking, it was impossible.

If she, one of the most famous figures in the Empire, had personally taken on a disciple, rumors would have spread.

Unless she kept her disciple living in the Magic Tower for their entire life, they would have had to appear in public somehow.

And if that had happened, rumors would definitely have spread throughout the Empire.

"....."

As if she had nothing more to hear, she once again raised her staff-holding hand high toward the sky.

At her stone-faced reaction, the man seemed to lose interest and began muttering something repeatedly.

"...Maybe not? But they look too similar..."

"Do you have the luxury to talk nonsense?"

"Ah... well, I need to be somewhere else soon anyway."

Fighting while the old man kept muttering so much.
Because of that, I couldn't focus on the fight at all... damn it.

"I'll consider this round my loss, just this round..."

The man's mouth, which had been grinding his teeth as if frustrated, now showed deep irritation that hadn't been there before.

Listening quietly to his words, she silently cast another spell.

As if she felt he thought he could escape from her too easily.

She wanted to break that arrogant attitude first.

"Who said I would let you go..."

"You'll have no choice but to let me go."

"....."

"You don't seem to be using your full power yet...
but our old lady's skills aren't to be taken lightly either."

"...Old lady?"

"Well... at least when it comes to spatial magic, I think she surpasses you."

"...Spatial... magic? Oh no!"

"Too late, already."

In the mere second it took her to hastily stop casting her spell and set up a barrier to block outside interference...

During that one second with no wasted time, a black magic circle had already been drawn at his feet where there had been nothing before.

Thinking it was already too late to catch him, she used that one second to change the spell she had been casting.

[9th Circle Magic, Hell Hound]

A spell that tracks its target until death, burning everything in its path.

It was the only attack spell that could track him even if he disappeared from this world.

"You won't escape."

"...Oh sh...it!!"

A red hound howled in the black forest.

Ch.268 - Whimsical Timing
The blazing fireball.
The air around it ignited in response.

Seeing the wolf-shaped flame that would incinerate anything it touched, the man instinctively knew.

Unlike other spells, this one would annihilate him the moment it made contact.

It would mercilessly reduce him to ashes—him, who had yet to be of any help to his mother.

Though this life-threatening situation both excited and irritated him...

He couldn't die just yet.
He still hadn't seen his mother's noble face again.

"Do you think I'll diiiiiiie?!"

With a tremendous roar, the man thrust both arms forward,
and the red wolf, which had already reached him, clamped down on his arms.

There was no reason to reject a target that came directly before its eyes.

CRUNCH!!
SIZZZZZZLE—

"Gah... AAAAARGH!!"

As the wolf's teeth pierced through the man's arms,
smoke rose from them along with excruciating pain.

But at least he prevented his entire body from being incinerated at once.

That brief moment was enough time for the magic circle drawn beneath his feet to activate.

"A body tougher than I expected... huh?!"

"GAAAH!!"

Black and gray energy burst forth like a mist,
and simultaneously, the man's arm, still pierced by the red wolf's teeth, was torn off with a series of cracking sounds.

Like forcibly ripping the arm off a small stuffed doll.

"Ugh... urrrgh!"

"Cutting off your arm won't make me let you—"

GROOOOOOAAAAR—

"...?"

The sudden roar made her pause momentarily,
but she had never intended to let him go in the first place.

She immediately raised her staff high once more and thrust it forcefully into the ground.

At the same time, a barrier field formed around her and began to envelop the surroundings.

A barrier that was both the strongest shield and prison created by a grand magician—
one that no one could leave or attack through without her permission.

She had once again created her own domain right here.

"Old... geezer!! If you're going to do something, do it quiiick!!"

"...!"

However, the black mist surrounding the man was no less formidable.

The barrier field expanding from around her
somehow couldn't reach the area where the black mist had spread.

Because of this, her barrier wasn't functioning properly,
and at this rate, he would clearly be able to escape before long.

"I could easily eliminate this, of course."

But naturally, she wasn't going to just stand by and watch.

[8th Circle Magic, Ice Fang Blossom]

CRACK-CRACK-CRACK!!

With a single gesture of her hand in the air,
a coldness that couldn't simply be described as "chilly" began to surge around her.

That freezing cold began to freeze even the black mist rising from his feet, leaving nothing behind.

It was so intense that the man clutching his torn arm inside the black mist turned his gaze in an instant.

"Ha, shit... I'm really going to die here.
Old maaaan?! Do I still have to wait?!"

"I don't know who you're calling out to so pitifully,
but soon I'll capture all of them too, so don't worry—"

—I'm afraid I cannot allow that.

"...?!"

Thud, thud.

As the frozen chunks of mist began to fall and break on the ground,
and the thick wall of black mist started to thin,

an old man's voice resonated directly in the minds of the two people present.

As if trying to convey his will itself.

"Damn it, if you have time to say that, just hurry up and get me out of here...!!"

"...It doesn't seem like they're nearby, yet the telepathy is so clear.
One of your companions must be quite a skilled magician—"

WHOOOOSH—

"...What?"

But before she could finish speaking,
the magic circle that had been left beneath his feet began to activate.

An involuntary gasp escaped her lips.

The reason the magic circle hadn't activated until now was
because her barrier had been blocking all magic activation.

Though still incomplete,
its effect hadn't disappeared...

Naturally, she couldn't help but be surprised.
Someone had momentarily neutralized her barrier—her barrier, of all things.

—It's been a while, Master.

"...What?"

She was about to cast another barrier, albeit belatedly.

But the unfamiliar voice coming from somewhere
momentarily left her mind blank.

WHOOOOSH—

"Yeah, let's hurry up and gooooo...!!"

"...Oh no!"

At the same time, the magic circle that had been stalled briefly activated once more.

Leaving her no time to react.

"At least, this...!"

[3rd Circle Magic, Little Butterfly of the Blue Land.]

As his head sank into the ground,
a blue butterfly flickering with magic followed him in.

It wasn't an attack spell, but well.
It would definitely be of some help.

"...Master, she said?"

In the forest that had been largely destroyed,
now half in ruins,

she tilted her head, left alone.

***

"Kah-urgh...!! Damn it... hurry up and save me properly!!"

"You came back alive, so... isn't that good enough?"

"You... crazy old man... damn it."

"Hmm... is it impossible to go after that woman in this state?"

"...You know everything and you're still acting like this? Huh?"

"Well, no matter how sturdy your body is, we still need to treat the bleeding..."

"If you know that, hurry up and heal me. I'm dying from pain here... urrrgh."

"Stay still. You carelessly left your arm behind, so I have to remake it from scratch and reattach it."

"Gah... ugh... AAAAARGH!!!"

"My, how noisy."

"Urgh... by the way, what did you say earlier?!"

"...What are you talking about?"

"Don't... think I didn't hear it!
You called that woman 'Master,' didn't you... AAAACK!!!"

"...I've never had a master, not even once.
If you understand, just stay put in your room and receive treatment quietly."

"Damn it... talking nonsense... if that's the case, you should have spoken so I couldn't hear in the first place...!"

The man vented his anger while fiddling with the suspicious mucus attached to his arm.

But the old man had already gone outside,
and where he had been standing, deep cracks remained clearly on the floor.

As if something incredibly heavy had pressed down on it for a moment.

"You could at least clean the floor properly before saying such things... or at least manage your expression... AAACK!! Stop, stop sucking, you bastard!!"

He kept striking his own arm in frustration.

"...Damn it, next time I see you, I'll definitely kill you."

***

Meanwhile, at the same time the enormous explosion was heard in the forest.

Thanks to the patients who still hadn't regained consciousness,
the Academy was still in a state of utter chaos.

External personnel summoned to treat the students,
professors and some students lingering around to help with small tasks,

And parents who had rushed over like the wind upon hearing their children were injured.

The atmosphere was so much like a crowded marketplace
that some professors had to step in to maintain order.

"How can this happen again? Why should we trust the Academy with our precious children?!"

"...I should clarify that this time it wasn't an attack by demonic humans but by magical beasts, the kind of accident that commonly occurs during final evaluations—"

"Common accident?! If my son dies because of this, will you take responsibility?! Huh?!"

"....."

"It was the same last time. If these things happen so commonly, even multiple lives wouldn't be enough!"

Nobles who had suddenly appeared, demanding their children back while shouting.

But this time, the Academy side couldn't say much in defense.

After all, during the last midterm evaluation,
the Academy had also produced quite a number of injured students.

Moreover, the chairman, who was like a strong backing for the professors, wasn't present...

"C-calm down, sir, please..."

"C-calm down?! In my position, would you be able to stay calm in this situation?!"

"We will absolutely ensure no students die at the Academy, so perhaps it would be best if you went home for today—"

From the professors' standpoint, there wasn't much they could do.
All they could do was somehow appease the overprotective parents and send them home.

In fact, this accident too had occurred due to an inexplicable malfunction of the magical tools provided by the Academy.

"But wait... why are only the children who went to the forest coming back injured like this, hm?!"

"We're currently investigating the cause—"

"Is there something in that forest?
Seeing that the other locations are fine, it seems like—"

"...When we inspected it, all evaluation locations had the same level of risk. Even students who went to other places have suffered considerable injuries—"

"Pro-Professor."

"I'm busy right now, so talk to me later—"

"A portal... is opening."

"...What? Who's tampering with the portal without permission?!"

"N-no, a request came in... I'm sorry...!"

"...I'll deal with you later. So where is it this time?"

"The... Arena."

"...The Arena?"

"Oh, the Arena? Isn't that where all the trash students gather? To think there are students who went there voluntarily—"

WHOOOOSH—

"...They seem to be coming. Everyone, prepare for treatment— Huh?"

"...They look fine to me?"

However, contrary to the expectations of the professors who were ready to provide immediate support,

What emerged from the portal were
four students who didn't appear to have a single injury.

"So, you don't have to move with me anymore—"

"...Wait, Jenison... there are a lot of people in front of us?"

"...What do you mean, Professor Pablo?"

Students who not only weren't injured but even looked relaxed.

Ch.269 - At That Moment, Elsewhere
The time briefly returns to the past.

Jenison and his group finally gathered in one place—in the lobby of the inn where they had stayed for two nights.

"Lady Isabella! Why did you rush into your room so quickly earlier?! As if you were running away..."

"Could you please be quiet?"

"Ahem! Anyway, now that everyone's here, there's something I'd like to discuss..."

After abruptly cutting through the chaotic atmosphere, they began discussing their next course of action.

Among the suggestions, my opinion that they should return to the Academy gradually gained support.

As he said, they had already completed almost all the investigation they could do here, and if someone else submitted a report of similar quality, the one submitted earlier would obviously receive bonus points.

"But... isn't this too hasty? We've only been here for two days..."

"However, it's true that if we dig any deeper, we'd need to investigate a much broader range of information."

"I also think there's no need to investigate further! I don't think we'll find anything more anyway!"

"Hmm, I suppose it would be difficult to dig deeper at this point..."

While opinions varied slightly, everyone seemed to agree on returning to the Academy.

Though they hadn't investigated for very long, they had finished gathering all the essential information.

If they wanted to research more, they would clearly need to spend their entire remaining time in the local library and still come up short.

The famous Arena building, which occasionally attracted visitors from other countries, wasn't worn down just for aesthetic purposes.

*That means it's been around for a long time, and we'd have a lot more to investigate.*

Even if I didn't have other matters to attend to, I would have declined spending the entire final evaluation period cooped up in a room doing research.

I'd rather ask Duke Charlotte to introduce me to someone else instead...

*I don't know how many people are as strong as that person, but the Duke would surely be able to find and introduce someone suitable...*

If nothing else, the Duke's connections were reliable.

Although we were currently out of contact, he would certainly return within the week when the final evaluation ended.

*As I've said before, that person is a complete daughter-doting father.*

"So... now we just return to the Academy?"

"I suppose so. There's no reason to stay here any longer..."

"Right! We can definitely write and submit the report at the Academy!"

"Well... they say strike while the iron is hot, shall we go now?"

Despite some expressing uneasiness, Isabella took the lead and started walking ahead of everyone.

In truth, though she hadn't shown it, perhaps she hadn't liked this place much either.

Well, it would have been strange for someone who had lived in luxury in a noble household to adapt to such a shabby inn bed in just one day.

*Maybe Silvia or Beluga, who lived in nature their whole lives, could adapt, but not Isabella.*

Unlike Beluga, who had trained as a knight and often interacted with commoners, Isabella had spent her entire life among nobles.

It would be unreasonable to expect the daughter of a Duke's family—not just a Baron or Viscount—to properly adapt to such a place.

I couldn't really say there was anything strange about her reaction.

I wasn't the only one who noticed her reaction; a slight smile momentarily appeared on the faces of the other team members, including myself.

She didn't notice our glances and continued walking confidently at the front of our group.

"I'll pay, so everyone can go ahead!"

"No, we should split the lodging fee..."

"Don't worry, the Academy will collect it separately!"

After exchanging a few simple words, we finally reached our designated location.

"Hmm?"

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing... I was wondering why the Academy hasn't opened the portal... Ah, there it is!"

We were sucked into a portal identical to the one we had used when we first arrived.

"Um... what are we going to do first when we get to the Academy?"

"Finish the report first, I suppose."

"No, I mean... what will you do after that...huh?"

"...?"

"...What about you all?"

And what greeted us there was none other than numerous casualties.

***

At the same time.

While some students had completed their investigations and returned to the Academy, others were still continuing their research without having finished everything.

Some teams had chosen locations that were too vast, or had too many things to investigate.

Or some teams that were simply taking their time.

Even though they didn't have to engage in combat, one of the evaluations that determined the Academy's rankings couldn't possibly be easy.

If someone could just investigate carelessly, submit a simple report, and receive a good grade, it would certainly become the subject of gossip.

Naturally, they had to narrow down the notorious locations.

For example, places like the Forest of Demons.

"Miss Sino, are you sure this is the right way?"

"...Yes."

"It seems like we're seeing fewer monsters as we go... and it's getting quite steep..."

While it was true that most students in the forest had been attacked by monsters and hastily brought back to the Academy,

Not all students there had been injured and dragged back.

In fact, some students who had been in the forest were lucky enough not to be attacked at all,

And others had eliminated all the monsters that came at them in groups and continued their investigation without interruption.

Well, most of the students still in the forest had survived through the former method rather than the latter...

But there were still some students who had chosen the latter approach.

Like those present here now.

"...Why are there so many debris around? Did a bomb go off or something?"

"But if a bomb had fallen in this forest, we would have known about it."

"That's true, since this forest isn't that large."

The Saintess with the most holy power in the church, the Imperial Princess who had grown up with all the support of the imperial family,

And Sino Charlotte, the eldest daughter of the notorious Charlotte ducal family—no matter how frantically the monsters charged at them, they couldn't be defeated.

Moreover, monsters had almost the worst compatibility against the Saintess.

Just by touching the barrier cast by the Saintess, they would scatter like autumn leaves in the wind.

Even monsters that tried to avoid the barrier and attack were shattered one after another, unable to withstand the attacks of the other two.

Their formation at that time was nothing short of an impregnable fortress.

In fact, the Imperial Princess's magical skills had already surpassed student level, and Sino, who had been rigorously trained since childhood as a member of the Charlotte family, was also quite skilled.

"This way."

"....."

However, that didn't mean there were no problems at all.

Even if there were no issues in combat, problems could still arise in interpersonal relationships and communication.

And such a problem was currently occurring among them.

"Um, Your Highness... Miss Sino has been acting a bit strange since yesterday..."

"I've been thinking the same thing. She's been like that ever since she said she was going somewhere briefly..."

"I wonder where she went that's made her act like this..."

"She doesn't seem to be in a bad mood though."

If she were in a bad mood, she wouldn't be diligently performing her duties, and her concentration hadn't wavered even during occasional battles.

She wasn't showing any signs of being irresponsible either, so it didn't seem like she was acting this way because she was upset...

*She's become somewhat cold... more than yesterday.*

Charlotte was knocking away the thick branches in front of her, walking straight ahead without looking back once.

The Imperial Princess, who had been observing her closely for a while, suddenly realized something.

The fact that Charlotte, who usually always wore a smile on her face, hadn't smiled even once today.

She hadn't shown her characteristically playful tone of speech even once today either.

It was as if all her usual behavior had been an act, and this current demeanor was her true self.

*But even if it was an act, did she have a reason to pretend?*

Just as the Imperial Princess's mind was filled with curiosity about her,

Suddenly, numerous birds in the sky began to fly away all at once with a fluttering sound.

"What's with all these birds suddenly—"

THUMP!!

"....?!"

"Eeeek! W-who is it?"

"...Your Highness, and... Lady Saintess?"

The chairman, covered in dust, suddenly jumped out, pointing a small staff at their necks.

Ch.270 - The Evaluation Is, Well...
Chairman of the Academy and author of numerous magical theses.
And one of the few youngest 9th Circle Archmages in the Empire.

These titles, which most people couldn't achieve in a lifetime, all pointed to one person...

Academy students often joke that it's impossible to attend the Academy without knowing the Chairman's face.

Most students and professors dismiss this as just a joke and laugh it off.

But in reality, there was hardly anyone in this country who didn't know Ruine's name.

Unless someone was completely oblivious to world news, she was so famous that it would be faster to find someone who hadn't heard of her.

No one in the Empire or anywhere else had become an Archmage faster than she had.

Even those renowned for their magical abilities couldn't hold a candle to her.

As if proving the saying "there's always someone better," when taught one thing, she learned ten, and when taught two, she understood a hundred—that's how brilliant she was.

And so, as she grew at a frightening pace day by day, rumors of her being the youngest 9th Circle Archmage spread her fame far and wide.

Monster, supernova, living master of magic, and so on.

Countless titles followed her wherever she went, and she continued to produce results worthy of her reputation.

From improving complex magic circles to developing numerous magical tools, and publishing countless papers revealing unknown aspects of mana.

To magicians who had been learning step by step following established formulas, her existence became an object of admiration.

In recognition of her numerous achievements, she was granted tens of thousands of acres of land by the imperial family and appointed as one of the Empire's guardians.

For exactly seven years.

***

"Ch-Chairman?"

"...Why is the Chairman here...?"

Rather than welcoming the suddenly appeared Chairman, they instinctively backed away and became wary.

But the very person they were being cautious of was secretly praising their judgment.

*In situations like this, one should be wary of everything.*

After all, what had appeared might not be her but a demon disguised as her.

*It seems you've both been paying attention in class.*

There were indeed demons that could mimic someone's appearance after seeing them just once.

Demons that imitated the appearance of the strong and then killed only weaker prey.

It might seem cowardly, but it was certainly a survival strategy.

To survive, one must be wary of everything.

No matter how familiar something appears, in urgent situations like this, one should never lower their guard.

*Swoosh—*

Yes, just like this.

*Clang!!*

A sharp dagger, from who knows where, flew toward her eyes.

Without showing any sign of alarm, she used magic to make the dagger slightly miss her.

Her calm demeanor made the other students more flustered than she was.

"A-a dagger? M-Miss Sino!!"

"...It seems she really is the Chairman."

"No, you can't just throw a knife without saying anything...!"

"It's fine. I'd like to commend her for her excellent judgment."

As mentioned, in situations like this, one can't be too cautious.

Such childish attacks posed no threat to her anyway, and if the attack had succeeded, it would have proven she was an impostor...

She was actually impressed that someone had made such a judgment in such a short time.

Even recognizing the urgency of the situation, not many people could throw a knife at a familiar face without hesitation.

In a place where a moment's hesitation could mean death, she didn't hesitate at all and aimed precisely at her.

Just for that fact alone, a smile began to bloom on Ruine's face.

Whatever else, her situational judgment was beyond student level.

"You aimed precisely for the eyes. As expected of a Sharlotte's child."

"...That's a compliment, right? Somehow I feel uneasy..."

"It's a compliment, so don't worry."

It was an unsettling smile, but...

Given who was giving the compliment, there was no reason to doubt her words.

Unable to find a suitable response, Sharlotte could only offer an awkward smile.

The Chairman smiled back at her once more and casually asked the question she had been pondering.

"But... how are you all still here?"

In a place crawling with excited demons, where she herself had been casting all sorts of spells until just now.

How could mere students, still just children, survive so intact?

That's what she wondered, to the point where she couldn't even notice her surroundings.

*Even though demons are weak against a Saintess's holy power, and even though the Sharlotte family's child and the princess are talented...*

Impossible. No matter how many times she thought about it, it was impossible.

If it were somewhere else, perhaps, but this place was one that even experienced mercenaries avoided.

A place where reckless fools appeared as corpses once a year.

The Forest of Demons.

*Moreover, this party doesn't even have a vanguard, which would make it even harder...*

No matter how talented Sharlotte's child might be, she too was raised under Sharlotte's teachings.

She would certainly not be accustomed to fighting while protecting others.

The Sharlotte teachings she knew were extreme killing methods that sacrificed flesh to take bone.

*Someone who has seen more of others' blood than their own cannot fight while protecting others... they must have used some other method...*

And it wasn't as if the demons here were weaker than these students.

No matter how weak they might be individually, if the demons came in hordes, it would be a different story.

Numbers always represented overwhelming power, and that power was simple but strong.

She was curious about how these students had overcome that simple rule.

"Pardon? What do you mean by how we're still here...?"

"...Did no demons come to this place?"

"...We saw many demons, but we broke through and cleared a path."

"...What?"

While they spoke as if it were nothing special, she couldn't understand it at all.

As mentioned, most of the demons here were at a level difficult for students to handle.

That's why they had designated specific routes for students to follow, guiding them to encounter only weaker demons.

But... they broke through all of that? With just this small group without even a vanguard?

"....."

"...Why are you looking at us like that? Did we break some rule...?"

They hadn't broken any rules. There was no issue with deviating from the course.

It only increased the students' own risk of injury, and the Academy had no reason to take responsibility for that.

*...But it's certainly unexpected.*

To think that just three people had broken through all the demons in this area.

Far from being a problem by evaluation standards, it deserved praise.

This was a place that even well-trained knights found difficult.

Although they would need to be scolded later for not recognizing the danger in time and continuing their exploration.

"...No, there's no problem with the evaluation rules... but you need to come back with me now."

""...What?""

"...Eh, suddenly?"

Three different reactions from the three of them. But they all amounted to the same thing.

They didn't want to go back yet.

"Yes, it's sudden, but you must return."

However, she couldn't just leave them here either.

If these children were allowed to continue with the evaluation, the Academy would face numerous criticisms and inquiries by the end of the day.

Besides, with so many students already injured, it was awkward to continue the evaluation any further.

"We also desperately need the Saintess's help right now."

"...What?"

"Many students are injured, and..."

By numerous demons. Perhaps even by a devil.

The Saintess's eyes widened.

Ch.271 - Only Two Days Left.
I hadn't seen injured people for the first time.

From battlefields to training grounds where knights tested their mettle against each other, even in local taverns where drunks occasionally brawled.

Of course, it was never easy to see blood splattered everywhere.

I was already accustomed to blood and various wounds—I could stitch up most injuries without batting an eye.

Back then, whatever the situation, having a strong stomach was necessary for survival.

The moment you showed compassion for your opponent, your life was essentially forfeit.

Even if I showed mercy, I couldn't be certain my opponent would do the same.

So I had to become crueler than necessary, and I'd seen many things that shouldn't be shown to others.

"Professor! Please take care of those students over there!"

"Hey! Bring more bandages over here!!"

"Is there still no word from the faculty's support?! I told them to come as quickly as possible...!!"

Yes, just like now.

"...What in the world is this...?!"

"So many students injured... were they attacked again?!"

"....."

The ground was already stained with blood, beginning to take on a light crimson hue like ripening apples.

The surroundings, once so quiet you couldn't hear birds or insects, were now filled with the groans of injured students and professors shouting orders.

"You there, big fellow, could you help support some of these students—"

"I'll go right away!"

"Oh, th-thank you."

"I'll be right back!"

Thump, thump, thump.

Following Isabella who had already rushed off to help the students, Beluga's massive body—hardened and enlarged through years of training—followed behind.

Silvia, who had been quietly observing the scene, also began helping other students using nearby animals and spirits.

Of course, the princess and I, who had been staring blankly at the scene, also started helping.

"I've finished, where should I go next?"

"...You've already changed all those patients' bandages?"

"Yes."

I had plenty of experience with this sort of thing.
I could perform basic first aid with my eyes closed.

Changing bandages was child's play.

"...You didn't rush through it, did you?"

"Absolutely not."

"...Sigh, alright then... I'm sorry to ask, but I have another favor."

Why did this have to happen during my shift...

After that, the professor assigned me a few more students with relatively minor injuries, sighing heavily as if lamenting something, before moving on to other students.

I immediately sat down and slightly lifted the bandages I had just wrapped.

There were things I simply couldn't understand no matter how I thought about them.

"...Even with a weak constitution, these wounds aren't severe enough to cause unconsciousness?"

For so many students to be laid up like this, there were surprisingly few with serious injuries.

Even exaggerating, at most there were occasional students with broken bones.

The rest only had bruises or fairly severe abrasions.

Though the catch was that these injuries were spread widely across their bodies, it still seemed unreasonable that such wounds would cause unconsciousness.

Unless someone deliberately inflicted light wounds and then knocked them out at once, this shouldn't be happening.

*Even though they're still bleeding, not a single student has regained consciousness... what's going on here?*

These wounds shouldn't cause fainting, which meant someone deliberately knocked them out...

But the fact that they still hadn't regained consciousness made no sense.

*It doesn't seem like they fainted from pain or fear either...*

After rewrapping the bandage I had loosened, I quietly moved toward the minor injury cases the professor had mentioned earlier.

Sure enough, these students were also unconscious, only letting out occasional moans.

Just like the others, their injuries were actually quite minor.

Minor enough that they could entrust treatment to a mere student like me.

"These ones haven't regained consciousness either..."

"Je...Jenison..!"

As I continued alternating between applying bandages and medicine, I heard someone desperately calling my name from a distance.

At that moment, everyone's attention, including mine, briefly turned in that direction.

I didn't feel any sense of incongruity.
Not with who the voice belonged to.

"...Your Highness?"

Normally, she should still be in the middle of her evaluation, but now she was running toward me from a distance, her red hair fluttering wildly.

No wonder things had seemed a bit chaotic earlier...

Looking toward the distant portal with wide eyes, I could see the Saintess and Charlotte, who I remembered were in the same group as her, rushing out.

Behind them, the Director's beautiful platinum blonde hair was becoming faintly visible.

"...Did the Director personally bring her here?"

"Yes, the Director personally..."

"But why... here?"

"The professor told me to come here...
Um... is there anything I can help with?"

"...The professors sent Your Highness here?"

"Well... yes, though it was partly because I wanted to help..."

"....."

Asking the princess to treat the injured...

At any other time, this would have been outrageous, but unfortunately, now wasn't the time to be picky.

Her voice and gaze trembled slightly, but she didn't appear to be lying.

And it was obvious that they were severely short-handed.

I was certain all the professors would gladly accept help from anyone right now, even a cat if possible.

Everyone could roughly predict how much the Academy's reputation would suffer after this incident.

*I understand wanting to prevent casualties, but do they really need to ask for the princess's help?*

I appreciated her desire to treat others and found it admirable that she was stepping forward despite knowing her status...

But I simply couldn't imagine her skillfully treating anyone.

If I tried to picture it, I saw her making various mistakes rather than being competent.

Someone who had grown up being served by others probably wouldn't even know how to properly wrap a bandage.

*I feel a bit bad for dismissing her, but I think it would be a hundred times better if I just did this alone...*

"Umm..."

I deliberately let out a slight groan and glanced at the nearby professors, but they betrayed my expectations by clearing their throats a few times and intentionally avoiding my gaze.

As if they didn't want to deal with this troublesome situation themselves.

*These people, did they deliberately send her to me pretending it was a simple task—*

"Your Highness."

"Wh-who... oh, Sir Kern? Why are you here..."

"I heard about the numerous injuries at the Academy, and His Majesty the Emperor has ordered me to escort Your Highness back."

Clank, clank.

It happened in an instant.
In less than a minute.

That was all the time it took for a man in heavy armor to appear, accompanied by sounds like rattling chains.

"Father... I mean, His Majesty?"

"Yes, he said you should return to the palace until the Academy's safety is secured again..."

"But, but... my evaluation isn't finished yet?"

"His Majesty said he would speak directly with the Director about it."

*Oh, dear.*

It seemed the professors' wishes wouldn't be fulfilled.

By tomorrow, almost everyone would know about this incident.

*Well, honestly, I don't really care what happens to the Academy, but...*

Ding─

*...this is the problem.*

≪Emergency Quest Generated!≫
≪Time remaining until monster invasion...≫

If something happened to the Academy, I wouldn't be able to complete this quest even if I died and came back to life.

≪43:08:18...≫

*...Less than two days left, damn it.*

I unconsciously gripped the bandages and medicine tighter in my hands.

***

─It's been a while, Master.

"Hmm..."

Click─

─It's been a while, Master.

"...Indeed, a voice I don't recognize."

Click─

─It's been a while, Master.

"Only one person could call me master... but there's no way he could have survived."

Click─

─It's been a while, Master.

"Just as suspicious individuals appear at the Academy, someone calling me master shows up..."

Click─

Something felt very, very unsettling.

Ch.272 - Calling For You
The status window had never been wrong, not even once.

Just like the gift from that damn goddess, its tone was annoying and it wasn't very useful in many situations...

But at least it had never given me false information.

When it showed me the Saintess's location before, or when I met that strange being called Seven Deadly Sins, it was the same.

It issued weird quests each time, but the information from the status window was always accurate.

Though the quality and quantity of information was rather unfriendly...well.

I figured it was still a hundred times better than running around asking questions with no leads at all, so I didn't have many complaints.

"...Haah."

Yeah, until now.

"...So it just throws me the bare fact that demonic beasts will attack soon and tells me to stop them?"

If it had at least told me how many demonic beasts there were or where they would attack from, I might understand.

But it only tells me how much time is left until the attack and expects me to stop it...

The information was even more unhelpful than I expected, and I unconsciously began to tighten my grip on the bandage I was wrapping.

"Ugh...ow, th-that hurts!"

"...Ah."

Perhaps unable to endure my treatment, the guy who had been quietly unconscious until now suddenly opened his mouth.

"Ah...ugh, wh-who are you?! Who's wrapping these bandages so tight...!"

"...Ah, I'm sorry, I'll loosen them for you, so please don't move for a moment..."

"No, more importantly... who are you?! And where is this... huh, the Academy?!"

Having been unconscious until now, he apparently had no idea how he'd ended up at the Academy.

Since I didn't know much about the situation either, I told him to ask one of the professors nearby and continued with the treatment.

"Ah...! Hey... could you be a little gentler?"

"N-no, don't tie that part so tight, just gently..."

"W-wait, is that disinfectant?! I can do it myself...!"

...He was not just a little but extremely talkative, making me feel like my ears were bleeding at times.

But even to my ears, his way with words wasn't bad at all. Except for being excessively chatty, I thought he would make a good minstrel.

Even from my brief observation, he had talent. The talent to make his stories stick in people's ears.

It was a dangerous talent that could be used for scams if he had bad intentions.

But if used well, it could be a decent skill. After all, it's always words rather than strength that move people's hearts.

"So, on my first day, I took down this terrifying guy..."

"....."

"Hey, I'm talking so enthusiastically here, and you're not saying anything or reacting at all... Oww!"

But as always, too much of something is worse than too little.

Since he was injured and exhausted, I naturally thought he would stop talking after a while, but...

He didn't seem to tire at all, continuing to run his mouth far longer than I expected.

Even after I had treated all of his many wounds.

"...Your treatment is complete."

"Ah... oh, r-really? Is it all done now?"

"I need to go treat other people now, so..."

"W-wait, at least tell me your name!"

"....?"

I stopped momentarily at his words, but it wasn't because I wanted to tell him my name.

*Is there really someone at the Academy—someone who looks like a noble—who doesn't know my name?*

It was just pure curiosity about what kind of person he could possibly be to not know who I was.

*...Really?*

"Wh-what? Why are you looking at me like that?"

Someone who didn't know better might think I had too much self-esteem.

But in reality, it would probably be much harder to find someone at the Academy who didn't know my name than someone who did.

In the past, I was notorious for all kinds of misdeeds, and now I was famous for all sorts of eccentric behaviors.

And especially recently, as most students wanted to build connections with me.

Whether they liked me or not, it would have been impossible not to hear my name at the Academy.

*Even for someone who doesn't mingle with others, if they're an Academy student, there's no way they wouldn't know my name.*

And judging by his fancy clothes, he must be from a noble family...

That made it even more incomprehensible that he wouldn't know me while attending the Academy.

Commoners might not know, but nobles, who are sensitive to rumors, not knowing me was even stranger.

Especially since I remember many students recently approaching me with the explicit purpose of forming connections...

*Does he really know nothing...?*

While I was lost in thought over this new feeling, the princess who had been talking with a knight in the distance scurried over to me again.

"Jenison..."

"...Your Highness? What is it..."

"I'm... I'm really sorry, but I think I need to return to the palace..."

"Ah..."

No wonder the atmosphere seemed serious. It seems the imperial family couldn't compromise this time.

After all, it concerned the safety of none other than the princess.

Even though the evaluation was still ongoing, and leaving in the middle might lead to unknown results...

Mere grades couldn't be compared to the princess's life.

No matter how much they talked about imperial honor and authority, those things couldn't be more important than the life of the current emperor's daughter.

"His Majesty said that continuing the evaluation would be too risky... I'm sorry for leaving after promising to help."

"No, that's... that's fine."

I never expected the princess to be of much help anyway.

It's a bit mean to say, but rather than having her wander around offering to treat other students with her inexperienced skills,

It would be better for both me and these students if I, with more experience and familiarity, did the extra work.

"But are you going to say goodbye to your team members before you leave...?"

"Ah... I was about to do that now. I don't know when I'll be able to come out once I enter the palace this time."

"...What do you mean you don't know when? Shouldn't you come out when the Academy's evaluation ends...?"

"We don't know when this situation will calm down... I'd like to keep attending, but His Majesty doesn't seem to approve either."

"....."

Well, even though I can't say it now, another major attack by demonic beasts will happen soon...

In a way, it might be the right answer to close the Academy temporarily and send the students home.

If they did that and left only elite personnel at the Academy, they might be able to reduce innocent casualties.

The problem is, to do that, I would have to reveal that demonic beasts will attack soon.

*If I spread this information without clear evidence...*

I'm not sure, but I definitely wouldn't be well-received.

The Academy's reputation would already suffer from this incident, and the faculty wouldn't stand by while a student spread rumors.

Even if what I said was true, without evidence, it would be nothing but a rumor.

"So that's what Sino and I did..."

"Your Highness, it's time for you to leave."

For a while, I quietly carried bandages and medicine while having to listen to how the princess had been doing.

Finally, the knight who had been watching us from a distance approached, ending her story.

I hadn't talked with her much before, so I didn't know she was so chatty...

She seemed to be about the same level as the person I had just treated.

"Ah... could I just say goodbye to my team members first?"

"...As long as it doesn't take too long, that should be fine."

"Then, I'll excuse myself."

"...Glory to the Empire."

Not long after, as the sound of her footsteps faded away from me with a tap-tap-tap...

"....?"

Something cold and metallic was placed on my shoulder.

I was in the middle of applying disinfectant to a wound.

"Ah...ugh!"

"...Ah, I'm sorry."

"...My apologies for disturbing your treatment."

"It's fine, fortunately, he didn't wake up."

I didn't need to turn around to know who it was. It was the voice that had been near me until just now.

The person who touched my shoulder was none other than the imperial knight who had been talking with the princess earlier.

"Baron Jenison."

"...I have no family name, so you can just call me Jenison. But... what's the matter?"

"Well said. That's exactly why I called you."

"...Pardon?"

"His Majesty has summoned you. He says he has something urgent to discuss with you."

"....."

Normally, I would have maintained a smiling face, thinking about what kind of reward I might receive this time...

But for me, who was already short on time, this was like a bolt from the blue.

My instinct was telling me that this matter would not be resolved quickly.

Ch.273 - It Seemed Like It Would Only Become Troublesome
The Emperor is calling for me.
To be honest, I had some idea why.

It was about time to discuss the Reinhardt family, and they needed to announce that Aria would succeed the Duke instead.

I'd known for a long time that I might be needed in this process.

My very existence was a blemish on Duke Reinhardt's reputation.

That would make it easier for Aria to take over the family.

*I still wish someone other than Aria could become the head of the family.*

While I didn't want the Reinhardt family to disappear, I still strongly opposed Aria taking the position as head of the family.

As I've said before, the position of family head always comes with lurking threats that could emerge from anywhere.

For someone as young as Aria, that fact alone would surely cause tremendous stress.

There are countless ways to kill a young girl who hasn't even fully grown up yet.

I'm certain they would attempt assassinations using extraordinarily creative methods.

*Perhaps I should have tried harder to convince her back then...*

If I had known I'd feel this uneasy, I should have talked more with Aria about it.

There were plenty of ways to preserve the Reinhardt family without Aria having to take the position.

*We could have just appointed someone from a branch family as a proxy... why did it have to be this way?*

The legitimacy of the Reinhardt bloodline might be questioned a bit, but since they'd just be a proxy, it wouldn't really matter...

Or since we were already getting help from the imperial family, we could have properly sought their protection.

*I can't ignore the Emperor's order, but...*

Normally, an order from none other than the Emperor himself would take absolute priority.

Unfortunately, I didn't have time to move right now.

Even if the Academy evaluation ended inconclusively, the fact remained that monsters would attack in about two days.

With barely enough time that needed to be used as efficiently as possible, if I had to visit the imperial palace...

*There's no way I could make it in time.*

Even if I somehow managed to, I'd quickly fall to the monsters without proper preparation.

*Besides, I don't even know how strong these monsters are.*

Though from what I could tell, I definitely couldn't win in my current state.

I had almost no experience fighting multiple opponents for extended periods.

What I had learned wasn't overwhelming swordsmanship, but techniques designed solely to kill opponents.

After killing my target, I had to handle everything else on my own.

And if I failed to kill my target, I had to flee immediately without looking back.

I didn't want to live a life where I'd be captured, tortured, and killed after spilling information.

From escaping to treating wounds—I had to handle everything by myself.

Because of this, I had to avoid prolonged fights as much as possible.

Treating my own wounds was a hundred times harder than failing to eliminate a target and escaping.

I'd ambush opponents when they let their guard down, and I'd even taken hostages when necessary.

And if it still seemed impossible despite all that, I chose to run.

*Even the one time I went to the battlefield, combat wasn't my main purpose...*

No matter how I looked at it, I didn't see much of a role for myself in this quest.

It seemed more efficient to bring in some imperial knights and ask for their help.

*Though I'm not sure how much they'd believe me without evidence.*

"Why does His Majesty want to see me...?"

"He said you'd understand if I mentioned your family..."

"...Hmm."

As expected, the imperial palace's purpose in summoning me was exactly what I'd predicted.
Seeing my hardened expression, he scratched his head a few times before calmly continuing the conversation.

"He said you can visit anytime, just once is fine."

"....."

"It might be sudden, but he added that as long as it's not too late, it's fine."

"....."

"So if you're worried about your grades, you don't need to worry too much."

"While Academy graduation is important, how could it be more important than His Majesty's order?"

Seeing my unconsciously stiffened expression, he must have thought I was worried about my grades.

He started patting my shoulder with his rough hand while offering words of comfort.

As I was wondering how to respond to his actions, I caught sight of red hair swaying in the distance once again.

"Now that I've said my goodbyes, let's go, Sir."

"Yes, I'll escort you."

"Thanks, but... I'll decline the horse. My bottom hurts every time I ride..."

With those words, a blue light began to emanate from the staff in her hand, brightly illuminating the surroundings.

I briefly closed my eyes at the dazzling sight, and when I opened them again, her body was already floating in the air.

She turned her head toward me, bowed slightly, and once again apologized for not being able to help before departing.

As I've said several times, there's no need to apologize.

*So now I need to think about visiting the imperial palace too?*

Just thinking about it was annoying enough to make me crumple the bandage in my hand.

***

Strangely, all the countries adjacent to the Empire don't get along well with it.

And the Empire doesn't try to get closer to them either.

They maintain trade and national transactions, but they never form military alliances.

They just act like neighbors with no connection to each other.

"So what? They're just the words of losers who can never surpass us..."

However, no country could ignore the Empire because...

Not a single country in the vicinity had national power exceeding the Empire's.

Great power can exert significant influence just by possessing it.

"Our ancestors were probably originally a small minority group."

"....."

"They might have started from a small castle, or perhaps even a small village."

"....."

"They gradually expanded their influence until finally establishing this empire, isn't that right?"

"....."

"...Well, it's no fun having a conversation when there's no response."

Thud, thud—
Swoosh—

The warm, not-yet-fully-ripened sunlight pierced through the windows.

Simultaneously, the dark interior began to brighten.

"Isn't it strange? According to this, we were originally from peasant stock."

And here we are, putting on airs as imperial blood when we were originally just like the commoners below.

Doesn't that mean we originally had the same bloodline as those commoners down there?

"...Your Highness, there are many ears listening, so it would be better not to speak so carelessly..."

"Even if there are listening ears, anyone with a head on their shoulders would never dare repeat it, so what is there to fear?"

"....."

"That's your problem—you're always too passive and fearful."

"....."

"Acting like that, you'll never be able to grasp the world, let alone hold this country in your hands."

"...I will correct myself."

"No, you don't really have to. I've been used to it for a long time anyway."

"....."

"Hmm... so, how is my lovely sibling doing after returning?"

"I believe Your Majesty immediately sent the 5th Knight Brigade Commander."

"Hmm, I see... By the way, what happened to the letter I sent earlier?"

"...Letter, Your Highness?"

"There was a student at the Academy to whom I sent a separate letter."

"....."

"They stood out so much that I wanted to draw them to our side. Don't look at me like that—they seemed quite skilled."

"...I haven't seen any letters or correspondence addressed to Your Highness recently."

"Of course, you're excluding all the official ones?"

"Yes."

"...Then, should I take that as a rejection?"

"....."

"I heard they've been getting along well with my sibling lately..."

"...I'll send someone immediately to gather more information."

"Yes, please do. I'd like to see their face in person, but well..."

I still have many things to do.
If I want this country in the palm of my hand.

"Oh, and please cancel all my schedules after today as usual."

"...Are you going there again?"

"Of course. If it gives me power, wouldn't I be a fool not to go every day?"

"....."

"Don't look at me like that. Since ancient times, power has always been justice."

In the end, I just need to be the last one standing.

"...May endless glory fill the path before Your Highness the Prince."

The silver-armored knight bowed his head.

Ch.274 - Introduction
"Well, now that we've treated this student and that one, I'd say we've put out the most urgent fires."

"Everything seems to be mostly taken care of here too."

"Phew... thank goodness the kids weren't seriously injured..."

After quite some time had passed.

Once most of the Academy students had been treated, the professors began to express their pent-up anxiety while finally allowing themselves to feel relief.

It's truly fortunate that there weren't any more accidents.
At least we should be grateful there were no fatalities, and so on.

It wasn't strange to hear such vulnerable admissions from professors who normally seemed fearless.

After all, the Academy, which had never before allowed outside intrusions, had already experienced two incidents this year alone.

Although this situation was supposedly caused by magical beasts, the Academy, having been involved in various incidents recently, truly didn't want to be entangled in any more troubles.

The more accidents that occurred, the higher the probability that the Academy's reputation would plummet.

Of course, there was also the possibility that they could enhance their prestige just as much, but the Academy's standing in the Empire was already nearly absolute.

Numerous new students every year.
And the never-ending stream of professor candidates and teaching assistants.

Despite the many unfortunate incidents that had occurred recently, the Academy's main gate was still packed with people.

There was no need to strive to enhance their reputation further.

Unless they wanted to spread their fame to other countries.

"Hmm... so, what should we do about this situation now?"

"What can we do? Frankly speaking, it's not like we made the children end up like this..."

"Still, most of the students here are from noble families, aren't they?"

"...True, they certainly won't let this slide."

But what's done is done.

Soon, the professors began putting their heads together to figure out how to handle this situation.

Even though they didn't need more prestige, they certainly didn't want their reputation to be damaged.

After all, unlike others, those who wanted to continue their teaching careers at the Academy needed to maintain their honor.

"This was merely an accident that occurred during an evaluation. How could we be responsible..."

"Even so, so many students being injured can only be attributed to our negligence..."

"No, we even created barriers to prevent strong magical beasts from approaching, so what could have possibly gone wrong...!"

"What were the barrier professors doing?! Unless they were sleeping while setting up the barriers, how could this...!"

"Are you doubting us right now?!"

"Come now... we all know this isn't the time to argue about such things. We should first think about how to resolve this situation."

"I... I suppose it would be difficult to cover this up?"

"Most likely, even if we stay quiet, the students probably won't."

"Then what if we try this..."

Concerned about the impact this incident might have on the Academy and, by extension, their own social positions, the professors began voicing their opinions one by one.

After continuing to brainstorm without reaching a conclusion, one professor finally spoke up quietly.

"...What if we just ask the Director directly?"

"You mean... consult with the Director?"

"No matter how much we debate here, if the Director opposes our plan, it's all for nothing, isn't it?"

Regardless of their intentions, it was none other than the Director who would implement their methods.

No matter how much they deliberated, it was always the Director who decided and executed the approach.

After all, she was recognized by everyone at the Academy both as a magician and as an educator.

"True... if the Director doesn't approve, there's not much we can do."

"But this is something we absolutely must cover up! The honor of our Academy is at stake...!"

"Professor William, people don't want to send their children to educational institutions that lie."

Professor William's body stiffened at the elderly professor's words, which seemed to hit the mark.

Just as the old professor suggested, William was only concerned about his own reputation that had been damaged by this incident.

He was someone who didn't really care what happened to the Academy.

In other words, a petty, small-minded person.
He was the epitome of what people commonly referred to as a selfish individual.

"B-but...!"

"Besides, everything will be decided by the Director anyway. It's not our place to interfere."

"Ugh..."

"Do you understand?"

"...I understand. I understand completely."

"Good, then I'll go as a representative to speak with the Director."

"....."

Seeds of discord were quietly beginning to sprout within the Academy, unnoticed by anyone.

***

"Ah... ugh... urgh..."

"Just bear with it a little longer. I just need to finish wrapping this bandage."

I squeezed out the pus and blood, then firmly wrapped bandages around the wound.

This was the last student I could treat with my own abilities.
Since I had only been treating minor injuries so far, the difficulty level wasn't particularly high.

*If I could, I'd like to heal everyone like that Saintess over there, but I don't have that level of skill.*

I might be able to handle people with minor injuries like this one.
But those with severe injuries were far beyond my capabilities.

What I had learned was merely first aid to prevent immediate loss of life.

I hadn't learned methods to actually heal injuries. And it's not like I had holy power or other healing means... wait?

*...Potions?*

I froze in place, staring blankly at the back of my hand.

The hand that supported everything, the Creation mark.
And just below it, a small glass bottle symbol.

It was the alchemy mark that I had been diligently using for minor enchantments until now.

*The most famous thing in alchemy is... potions.*

Alchemy always demands a price,
and offers rewards proportional to the price paid.

Even if that reward is miraculous water that can heal anything.

Of course, nowadays, with priests from the church who would come running whenever requested, there weren't many people who would choose alchemy as a career path just to make potions.

But in a situation like this, it seemed worth trying.
As the professor had said, church support was strangely delayed at the moment.

With barely ten healers, including the Saintess.

Although emergency treatment had been provided and no lives had been lost yet, it was uncertain how long this situation would last.

Compared to the people spurting fountains of blood, there were still woefully few healers and priests.

*I already know the formula from making mana potions a few times...*

Well, with my low proficiency, I could only make low-grade potions, but that would still be better than nothing.

Even if I could only make low-grade potions, they would have some effect if applied continuously until the wounds healed.

*The most important herbs are...?*

Fortunately, I spotted herbs that the professors had brought for wound hemostasis.

That amount should be more than enough for me to make potions.

I could even create containers for the potions myself...
Besides, there was no time to hesitate any longer.

Even during this moment of contemplation, there were students bleeding from their mouths.

*...I'm just wondering how to get those herbs.*

My deliberation didn't last long.

I wondered if they would readily give those herbs to someone who was merely a student...

But I had nothing to lose by trying.
I needed to do something to find out.

***

"Your Majesty, news has arrived that the Princess is returning to the Imperial Palace."

"...Well, I'm sure she'll understand my intentions."

"....."

"Oh, by the way, has the old man from the workshop returned?"

"...If you mean him, he just returned..."

"Did you call for me, Your Majesty?"

Tap, tap—
Clack, clack.

The silent corridor of the Imperial Palace was filled with footsteps and the sound of a walking stick.

"...You may withdraw now. I have matters to discuss with him in private."

"As you command."

Clank, clank—

Finally, after the cold armor's footsteps faded away, the tapping of the walking stick abruptly stopped.

"So, did you enjoy your outing?"

"Yes, just as Your Majesty said... an interesting child indeed."

"Is that so? I thought as much, haha!!"

"However... Your Majesty clearly told me that the child had talent in alchemy... but I hardly saw any use of alchemy."

"Well, that's to be expected... from what I've seen, that child doesn't seem to be on the path of a scholar."

"...Then why did you introduce that child to me?"

"Are you curious? The reason I introduced that child to you, no..."

The reason I recommended that child as your disciple?

Ch.275 - Treatment
Magic that creates something from nothing—alchemy—literally makes the impossible possible by defying the laws of physics.

Although alchemists might be treated poorly compared to other professions in the Empire, that wasn't necessarily the case in other countries.

Creating something from nothing.
That alone made the magic worth studying.

The reason alchemy was looked down upon in the Empire was simple.

The results they produced weren't particularly useful.
In other words, the Empire's technology was already too advanced.

Enhancement magic couldn't capture the Empire's interest, and potions didn't contribute much to the Empire's prosperity.

Unless one could mass-produce legendary Elixirs, there was no reason to spend money on expensive ingredients for potions.

Moreover, the Empire had already established treaties with numerous countries to promote trade and maintained cooperative relationships with the Church, regularly receiving dispatched priests...

There was absolutely no need to look elsewhere.
If they had the luxury to focus elsewhere, they would invest in military power instead.

In a place focused on creating magical tools, advancing magic, developing weapons, and training soldiers, there was no room for alchemy.

Yes, that was the case in the Empire—until he arrived.

"Your Majesty, a man is causing a disturbance in front of the Imperial Palace, saying he wishes to meet with Your Majesty..."

"Hmm? A man, you say? What did he look like?"

"What do you mean by...?"

"Whether he's a noble or commoner, young or old, a mage or swordsman or ordinary person—that's what I'm asking."

"Ah! According to the report..."

The first man among the Imperial people to be granted the title of Imperial Court Alchemist.

The Emperor first met him right after receiving news of a man confronting the guards with various glass bottles dangling from his waist.

***

"I apologize, but honestly, my mind isn't sharp enough to figure out the reason yet."

"Hahaha!! Don't be so modest! If you claim to have a poor mind, what does that make everyone else in this palace?"

"Nevertheless, it's true that despite my intelligence, I still can't solve the problem Your Majesty has posed."

It was clearly flattery that even someone completely ignorant would recognize, yet the Emperor's lips continued to curl upward.

This wasn't because he was pleased by such words, but because of the person who spoke them.

The person before him was someone who never flattered anyone.

He was merely trying to please the Emperor out of gratitude for introducing that child to him.

*Others might call it disrespectful, but what does it matter?*

He was a man with talent that allowed him such liberties.
And the Emperor favored talented individuals.

Being an emperor didn't mean loving everyone equally.

It meant giving proper treatment to those who proved their abilities and making them your own.

In that sense, the old man before him was truly a genius.

The Imperial workshop that no one had ever obtained before.
He had claimed it as his own as if it were the most natural thing.

Furthermore, he had even won over those who envied and resented him for being a foreigner.

*If only his social status had been better, he would have made an excellent leader... but he himself has no desire to rise to a higher position... what a shame.*

"So, Your Majesty... what exactly is the reason?"

"Hmm? Oh, I apologize, I was lost in thought... where were we?"

"We were discussing why you recommended that child as my apprentice."

"Ah, that! I can explain that clearly!"

"You're both out of your minds.
You're both twisted in the same way."

At that moment, the Emperor's lips curved upward, while the old man's curved in the opposite direction.

***

Getting medicinal herbs wasn't particularly difficult.

After all, I had been treating students all this time...
I just needed to say I needed them for stopping bleeding.

Since there weren't many students who had completed their evaluations and returned quickly like us, there weren't many students at the Academy besides the injured ones, which was a big help.

Thanks to that, one of the professors recognized me and introduced me as a student who had helped treat other students.

That's why the professors, who were still busy with the aftermath, readily gave me herbs.

*Well, if I thought I couldn't get them, I would have used my noble title to obtain them anyway.*

Still, getting them without conflict meant almost no time was lost, which was an unexpected benefit.

To be honest, I hadn't expected them to give them up so easily.

*It is strange that they'd readily give herbs to a mere student like me, especially in this situation.*

Of course, if things work out as I plan, they'll say it was the right choice.

*Let's see... what I need is...*

Making a potion to heal wounds wasn't particularly difficult in my memory.

It was almost the same principle as making a mana recovery potion.

The only difference was in the ingredients and the amount of mana used.

*I can't put in a large amount of herbs at once, so it won't be high quality, but...*

Simply dissolving and boiling the ingredients could be done with a light fire spell.

What I needed right now was quantity.
There was no time to worry about the quality of the potions.

Besides, I couldn't make high-quality potions with these hastily assembled tools even if I wanted to.

*It already takes a long time, and in this situation, who has the luxury to worry about quality?*

Continuing to smell the pungent scent of blood,
I kept making potions in that state.

Before long, dozens of glass bottles filled with red liquid were scattered around me.

They were all potions.
Potions that accelerated wound regeneration.

Being of lower quality, they certainly weren't as fast as holy power, but in this urgent situation, they would definitely be more useful than most alternatives.

Bandages and medicine were almost depleted now.

*The question is whether this will actually work...*

Either way, I had nothing to lose.
Whatever I did, the situation couldn't get worse than it already was.

"Haa... haa... just... a little... more...!"

"Saintess, if you keep moving around like this, your body will truly break down...!"

"At least heal yourself first before treating the other students...!"

"I'm... I'm really fine, could you just help me to the next patient...?"

As you can see, the Saintess was already at her limit.
The number of students she had treated was approaching triple digits.

Of course, she had overused her power to the point where she could barely stand now.

I heard she had been walking through the forest since morning, then met the chairman and came straight here... well.

She probably hadn't even had a chance to rest, so this was to be expected.

"Will this work?"

Anyway, thinking that we could no longer rely solely on her for treatment,
I picked up one of the glass bottles rolling on the ground and looked around.

I slowly approached a student with the most minor injuries I could find.

A student with minor injuries would be able to handle any side effects from this potion on their own.

*At times like this, it would be easier to just cut away the damaged parts like I usually do...*

The severely injured were all being watched by professors...

The students I was responsible for were only those with minor injuries, so I couldn't just cut off a part as I pleased.

With bandages and medicine completely depleted, all I could do was pray that the potion would be effective.

I had learned how to kill people, not how to save them.

That wasn't something someone like me, who had innocent blood on their hands, could learn.

Even now, I was just following a recipe I had happened to see in a book.

"Well, let's try it."

After staring at the swirling surface of the potion for a while, I picked up a branch at my feet.

After examining it from various angles, I found a sharp part and pressed it against my arm.

*Squelch—*

Small droplets of blood rose from the edge of my skin.
At the same time, I slowly tilted the glass bottle I was holding.

The red liquid fell with a drip, drip sound.

It stung terribly, feeling like I was applying disinfectant, but well...

"It's healed, so that's good enough."

I tilted the glass bottle again.
This time, I applied it to another student's wound.

"AAAAARGH?!!"

Somehow, the scream was extremely loud.

Ch.276 - Support Arrival
There seems to be some side effects, but at least the wounds appear to be completely healed.

The effectiveness of the potion I created was essentially proven now.

No, even if it hadn't been proven, I would have had to use it anyway. In a situation with such limited manpower, being able to ignore those with minor injuries and focus only on the severely wounded was a huge merit.

*Well, if necessary, they could drink it themselves.*

It might hurt depending on the person, but it shouldn't be unbearably painful.

After all, this potion was created for healing purposes, not to harm people.

I can't deny that its quality is embarrassingly inferior compared to the high-quality potions sold elsewhere, but it's not completely unusable... I suppose.

At the very least, it should be able to help with fatigue recovery. No matter how bad it is, it's still a healing potion.

*Even if it doesn't have that effect, the momentary pain would at least sharpen their senses.*

With thoughts no normal alchemist would ever entertain, I began picking up the numerous glass bottles rolling around at my feet and spraying their contents on the students until their wounds healed.

As the students' groans grew louder, I noticed the professors who had been treating other students in the distance gradually turning their attention toward me.

Their expressions shifted from curiosity to confusion, then to shock.

Perhaps it was because they heard the screams of the other students, but they seemed to think I was doing something terrible to the patients.

Otherwise, they wouldn't be running toward me with such rapidly changing expressions.

"St-Student Jenison, what do you think you're doing?"

"I'm treating them as the professors requested..."

"Th-that strange red liquid, what is it? Surely it can't be... a potion..."

"It is a potion."

Though I only stated the truth, the professors' eyes trembled uncontrollably.

Well, I could understand why. There were no potions around here.

Even if there had been a shop dealing with potions nearby, the Academy's surrounding streets hadn't sold potions for a long time.

In times when making a living was already difficult, no shop would deal in products with no commercial value.

At best, the only potions that sold were those that restored mana, but even those had limited consumers and didn't make much money.

Magicians rarely used up all their mana, and even if they did, unless it was a truly desperate situation, they could simply wait for their mana to recover naturally.

There was no need to buy expensive potions.

Whether by drawing out mana from within their bodies or using mana from the surrounding environment, anyone who could handle mana at a certain level knew a method or two to recover it.

Finding potions was quite difficult unless you came across a general store wandering the streets.

Or you'd have to find a shop personally established by an alchemist. Not that alchemists were a common profession...

*Anyway, this must be what they're concerned about.*

How did I get potions here? Are they really effective?

Though not exactly the same, the reason these people approached me was probably quite similar.

A poor environment where potions couldn't be obtained. A red liquid that made students groan in pain upon contact.

Since everyone knows potions are meant to heal wounds, they must find it hard to believe that what I'm holding is actually a potion.

After all, my actions so far might have seemed somewhat at odds with the act of healing wounds.

*But it doesn't hurt enough to make them groan like that.*

Having applied it to my own body, these reactions were quite difficult for me to understand, but I had to admit that from someone else's perspective, this looked extremely suspicious.

Setting aside whether I looked like someone who would do such things, this situation was clearly open to misinterpretation by anyone.

A red liquid of unidentified origin. Students in pain after being exposed to it.

Moreover, the students were already injured, so to an uninformed observer, it might have looked like an assassination attempt.

*Did I do something wrong?*

For a moment, I wondered if I should have asked for permission first, but I didn't really feel like I had done anything wrong.

It's not like I was trying to do anything harmful. This was simply the most effective way to treat the students.

"You can verify it if you want. It may be of lower quality, but this really is a potion."

"H-hmm, yes... I apologize, but let me check."

Shortly after, I received an offer from the professors to provide some compensation and support if I would continue to mass-produce this.

Of course, the clients were the professors.

***

The potion production continued smoothly, and the wounds on the students' bodies gradually began to disappear.

Normally, those noble brats might have complained about having such low-quality substances applied to their bodies, but fortunately, all the students were unconscious now, which made the work proceed more smoothly.

We almost ran out of herbs a few times, but luckily, we had a competent spirit user on our side.

And not just any spirit user, but an elf with tremendous affinity for nature.

Woooooosh—

"She says there are many high-quality medicinal herbs under the roots of that tree over there."

"These leaves can also be dried and used as good ingredients."

"This flower is also one of the herbs we elves use frequently, so it wouldn't be a bad idea to try mixing it in."

Having lived in forests for almost her entire life, she had extensive knowledge of all plants.

Her spirits were also helping me in every way possible, so all I had to do was casually stir the glass bottles.

I didn't need to light a fire myself. I didn't need to fetch water separately.

I almost felt uneasy about how I had literally become like an automated factory, but...

In the end, I succeeded in producing that large quantity of potions. Exactly enough for the number of students with non-life-threatening injuries.

*People with more severe injuries wouldn't be helped by these potions anyway, so I don't need to worry about them.*

Perhaps thanks to the potions I created as if divinely inspired?

Now most of the students' injuries were almost completely healed. Even the Saintess, who had been staggering just a little while ago, seemed to have recovered her strength and was now walking around treating patients again.

"Ugh... uuugh..."

"I-I can't feel my arm..."

"What's going on... this person was fine until just now... Hey, we need help over here!"

Of course, there were still some people whose conditions were worsening, but they were only a small fraction of the total student body. That alone couldn't worsen the situation that was already mostly under control.

Unlike before, we now had some leeway.

Even if someone's condition became critical, we could treat them again in the current situation.

*I did feel a lot of stares when I was going around spraying the potion, but well... this should be fine.*

I had expected to draw attention. After all, everything I had shown so far had been far removed from alchemy.

Moreover, potions were items that couldn't produce anything useful unless one had considerable interest in alchemy...

In a way, there might still be people questioning the safety of my potion.

*Well, I don't particularly care about that.*

I was already in the spotlight anyway. There was no need to hold back even in this situation.

If they were worried about my potion, they could simply not apply it or drink it. Whatever happened afterward would be for the professors and the individuals themselves to deal with.

I might have cared if I were still a baron, but as a mere student, I couldn't interfere in every little thing.

*Not that I could throw my weight around much with just a baron's title anyway.*

Just as I was briefly realizing the importance of power, I noticed dust rising from the distant street, and my eyes, along with those of many others, turned toward the Academy's main gate.

It couldn't be helped; at this moment... everyone couldn't help but look.

"Th-they're here... finally!"

"Quickly, gather the injured in one place!"

The church's holy knights and priests.

A knight in white armor riding a white horse at the front caught my eye.

Ch.277 - At Most, Just Two Or Three People
I'll say it again, a Portal is not a magical tool that can be easily used.

It's a magical device that traverses space while indirectly allowing the use of Teleport, a high-level magic.

At a glance, it's something ordinary people would never even get to see, yet it's also something used occasionally in other countries.

Unless you were a key figure in a nation, using a Portal was nearly impossible.

Not only was the usage fee substantial, but for ordinary people, even approaching a Portal was extremely difficult.

"No, could you possibly make it a bit cheaper..."

"Next person!!"

"W-wait, we're really in a hurry, if you could just reduce the price a little..."

"We're already offering this price considering the costs that went into making it. Next person!!"

The materials alone cost over hundreds of gold, and the dedication and manpower required were no small matter.

Given everything that went into creating them, the high usage fee was unavoidable.

To use a Portal just once, ordinary people would have to spend their entire month's earnings.

Yet despite these expensive fees, there were far too many people wanting to use Portals.

No, there were even people rushing to purchase Portals privately.

Transcending the limitations of space was truly an incredible and remarkable achievement.

Especially for merchants who traded across national borders, this was tremendous news.

If spatial restrictions were eliminated, all they needed to worry about was the transaction amount.

There was no need to hire mercenaries for protection, no need to prepare tolls in case they encountered bandits.

No need to cover food expenses for people outside their trading company while staying at inns.

Though the price was quite high, in the long run, it was nothing but profitable.

That's why more and more people coveted Portals. And as more people flocked to them, the price of Portals rose exponentially.

It's common sense that when demand is high and supply is low, prices soar.

Especially since the cost of creating Portals was also substantial, the price had no choice but to rise further.

Dozens of magic stones that easily exceeded hundreds of gold just by putting them up for auction. Various catalysts to prevent circuit malfunctions due to interference from other magic, and so on.

High-grade materials costing at least hundreds of gold, plus a production difficulty that required dozens of magical scholars working non-stop for a week, even at minimum.

Given that there weren't many magical scholars skilled enough to create Portals in the first place...

Inevitably, the price of Portals continued to rise. Eventually, Portal prices soared to a level that only major national facilities could afford.

The Imperial Family, the Academy, the Iris Trading Company... and so on. Only facilities with wealth that others couldn't even dream of could afford them.

"Why, why... why did you arrive so late?!"

"...We came as quickly as we could."

"Don't lie to us!! Do you think we don't know?!"

And the Church was also one of those facilities with such wealth.

***

The situation quickly turned chaotic.

The Church's holy knights, who seemed like they wouldn't come at all, now appeared proudly on horseback after everything had been resolved.

For the Academy people, this was truly absurd.

If they hadn't shown up at all, that would be one thing. But to appear this late and still maintain such a proud attitude was morally indefensible.

"...Due to internal matters, we were unable to use the Portal."

"Ha! Should we take that to mean you didn't consider the Academy's request for help important enough?!"

"That was absolutely not our intention, but we had no choice..."

"If that's really the case, then we'll have to reconsider our relationship with the Church..."

Professors who were thoroughly angered and holy knights and priests who maintained their frustrating attitude.

Words continued to go back and forth between the two sides, and simultaneously, the tone of the exchange gradually became rougher.

The Church members, perhaps having some conscience, didn't actively speak up, but...

The other students and professors of the Academy apparently couldn't let this matter slide.

In a way, the Church's sluggish support was part of why the situation had deteriorated this much.

They claimed they couldn't come quickly due to internal matters, but there were too many things that couldn't be understood with just that explanation.

The distance between the Church and the Academy wasn't that far apart. If it had been, I wouldn't have been able to visit the Church back then.

At that time, I was completely broke, so I couldn't buy a horse or rent a carriage.

Based on my experience of walking there myself, the distance between these two facilities was one that could be covered on foot.

Moreover, among the Church members were priests who could have used physical enhancement or blessings to arrive even faster.

*Even though they rode horses, they arrived this late...*

Either they were lying, or something really did happen internally that delayed their departure.

Or perhaps a high-ranking Church official blocked the support.

Well, either way, the possibility of convincing the Academy was infinitesimally small.

The Church's business is the Church's business. The Academy's business is the Academy's business.

As the saying goes, public is public, private is private.

Internal matters shouldn't have to be understood by others.

Internal matters should remain just that—internal matters.

If they affect other public requests or matters, then that organization no longer deserves the support of those around it.

An organization that can't distinguish between public and private has no reason to exist anymore.

It means everything can change at the whim of those at the top.

"No, what exactly are these internal matters that made you so late?"

"Frankly speaking, if we hadn't handled it ourselves, many children would have died!"

"...I think the problem lies in the Academy's excessive evaluation difficulty."

"This was a variable for us too, and we requested small-scale support from the Church early on in anticipation of such events!"

"..."

"Was it so difficult to send even just a couple of people? Because of those internal matters?!"

"...We truly apologize for that."

It was a tense exchange with no room for compromise.

The Church, to diminish their guilt. The Academy, to somehow increase the Church's guilt and shift responsibility.

Their confrontation, which could almost be described as hostile, continued for quite some time afterward.

What interrupted their mediation and came between the two was a single scream from a young girl.

"...What is all this about, Lord Knox?!"

"S-Saintess?"

"...Saintess?"

It was the voice of a girl that neither the Church nor the professors could ignore.

***

Hildegard, the Saintess, was sad. No, she was feeling an emotion that couldn't be expressed merely as sadness.

Just turning her head slightly, she could see numerous injured people and hear painful groans.

It was too sad that all of this had happened within the Academy, of all places.

Students whose faces she had seen countless times were now lying there with pained expressions.

Of course, most of their injuries were minor compared to severed arms or crushed legs, so they could be treated easily.

Unfortunately, she lacked the stamina to treat all the students. Holy power doesn't spring forth infinitely.

Although her holy power was quite abundant, even that wasn't enough to treat so many people.

Moreover, some of them had injuries that could be considered severe.

Naturally, she had to pour much more holy power into them than others.

*"Saintess, there's another patient here...!"*

*"Saintess, I'll take care of this area, so you can go."*

*"Ah... yes, I'm counting on you, Professor Fred...!"*

But it was okay. As time passed, the situation gradually improved.

If things continued like this, she believed there would be no fatalities from this unfortunate and accidental incident.

All the students and professors were working together, and even the black-haired boy was lending considerable help.

She thought they could successfully resolve the situation, especially since even that person, who seemed uninterested in almost everything, had stepped up.

That was until she heard the conversation between the Church people who had belatedly come to support and the professors.

*"Was it so difficult to send even just a couple of people? Because of those internal matters?!"*

*"....Eh?"*

The Church's decision not to send even a couple of people was absurd, but what was even more absurd was... that there were internal matters she knew nothing about.

She, the Saintess of the Church.

It was impossible. No, it shouldn't be possible.

"...What is all this about, Lord Knox?"

Unless there was once again a rotten leadership within the Church.

Ch.278 - Follow Me, Please.
At most, two or three people.
At best, two or three people.

By any measure, not a number that could be called substantial.

For the Order, which already had no shortage of priests, this was barely a speck of dust.

The Order's membership wasn't something that could be counted in just one or two people.

Nearly half of the Empire's population belonged to the Order as religious followers, and most of them were priests who had pledged their lives to the Order.

Even if something happened internally, they weren't so short-staffed that they couldn't spare just one or two people.

No, rather, to maintain good relations with the Academy, they should have sent support almost unconditionally.

Even at this very moment, the Academy's reputation continued to soar.

Perhaps that was natural for a place with a 9th Circle Archmage.

If a swordsman was one who cut through everything, a mage was one who made everything possible.

Naturally, their value was exponentially higher.

So much so that they weren't far behind even the Saintess herself.

*What in the world are the bishops doing...*

The Saintess sighed.
She couldn't help but despair at the bleak reality.

Even if there truly were internal matters she didn't know about, and that was why they couldn't spare any subordinates, this was absolutely not something that should have proceeded this way.

The chairwoman she knew was certainly not merciful enough to overlook such things.

No matter how generous a person she might be, it was uncertain whether she would extend that generosity to those who had caused harm to her domain.

Especially since this time the Order had ignored a request for help, if fault were to be assigned, the Order would naturally be at a disadvantage.

Of course, there was a possibility that the support request had been omitted somewhere along the way, but that didn't seem like it would absolve them of responsibility.

In any case, what mattered was that the Academy had requested support from the Order, and despite accepting that request, they had arrived this late.

Whether it was omitted or not made little difference in this situation. What mattered was that the Order had recognized the Academy's request for support but delayed their departure.

No matter how you looked at it or from what perspective, this was clearly the Order's mistake.

And one with no room for excuses—a serious mistake that could put them at odds with the massive organization that was the Academy.

*But... for the Order to deliberately ignore that support request...*

While possible, there was no reason to do so.

Whoever had given that order, anyone would know that there was nothing to gain from antagonizing a 9th Circle mage in this country.

Moreover, the Order was still in a state of confusion due to the recent incident.

After the numerous casualties from the recent event, the Order had begun to scrutinize each and every action of its members.

They were checking for any evidence of contact with Demonic humans or demons.

In such an already chaotic situation...
If relations with the Academy, the chairwoman, and herself were all to be damaged?

*...Before that happens, I need to quickly find out who's behind all this.*

As the Saintess of the Order.
For the sake of relations with the Academy.

She needed to clearly understand how this entire situation had unfolded.

Only a select few within the Order could deliberately omit the Academy's request for support like this.

Someone who could freely control others.
Someone who could give orders and wasn't afraid of the Academy's authority.

These were things absolutely impossible without being at least a high-ranking bishop of the Order.

"...Sir, answer me."

"...I pay my respects to you, Saintess."

Just like now, only someone of that position could move the Holy Knights and priests like this.

"Please answer my question first, Sir."

"....."

"What exactly are these internal matters?"

Internal matters—something she, the Saintess, had never once heard about within the Order.

She was extremely curious about it.
It seemed like everything was related to this.

"....."

"...Sir?"

"...I apologize, but I cannot answer."

But what came back was the cold refusal of the Holy Knight Commander.

And simultaneously, thunder rumbled twice in her mind.

Once because the Holy Knights, who had never once refused her orders until now, had for the first time rejected her command for the sake of some leadership figures harming the Order whom she didn't even know.

And twice because even the priests behind them seemed to agree with the Holy Knights, subtly avoiding her gaze.

A total of two thunderclaps crossed her mind.

"...I hope I didn't mishear you, Sir."

"...I cannot answer. I'm sorry."

"I...I suppose everyone else feels the same way."

"""......""""

As her head turned this way and that, the others' heads also kept turning, seemingly avoiding her gaze.

Each time this happened, she felt an indescribable sense of devastation.

What kind of situation was this?
Not a single person among all these people would answer her question.

If there had been no one around, she might have already knelt down in prayer, but right now she was standing in what was essentially an official capacity.

Numerous people, including Academy professors, were watching her.

Perhaps they were now earnestly trying to recall something from this situation.

Religious followers who didn't obey the Saintess.
Conflict and opposition within the Order's internal personnel, and so on.

It could become the source of countless gossip.
And the more that happened, the more the Order's honor would fall.

There was nothing good about revealing that there was discord, conflict, and opposition within the Order that pursued peace and stability.

*...Does the Pope know about this?*

The Pope briefly crossed her mind, but she couldn't rule out the possibility that even he might not know.

Even she, who knew almost every corner of the Order intimately, hadn't received reports about these internal matters or the Academy's request for personnel...

Of course, that possibility was infinitesimally small.
But she couldn't completely rule it out.

*...Then, for now, I should avoid escalating this here and report directly to the Pope...*

"...How interesting."

"Ch-Chairwoman?"

Click, click—

Her thoughts, which had been racing just moments ago, began to tangle at a single sound.

A clear and distinct voice.
Cold yet beautiful.

Only one person she knew could produce this voice that resonated as if through a megaphone.

"Would you care to explain, Saintess?"

The chairwoman of the Academy,
A 9th Circle Archmage said to possess power rivaling an entire nation on her own.

She who used high-level magic like Telepathy as easily as eating was walking toward them from afar, making click-clack sounds.

"Y-Yes?"

"Whether this is the Order's official position regarding our Academy."

Crack—

Something began to fracture.

"Please be quiet and just follow me."

"...What?"

No, it almost fractured.

***

"Ugh...grrrgh..."

"Just bear with it a little longer, this is the last...part!"

"Aaaagh!"

"Well done, the treatment is finished now."

"Oh, Professor Fred... are you all done now?"

"Yes, yes... I'm done. There aren't any more seriously injured students, right?"

"Ah... well, yes..."

"...Why do you look like that? Is there someone else in serious condition somewhere?"

"No... that's not exactly it..."

"...Then?"

"The situation is getting a bit serious..."

"Situ...ation?"

"Over there... people from the Order have arrived."

"The Order? Why are those bastards only coming now? It's been ages since we requested reinforcements..."

"Well... from what I overheard, they mentioned internal matters... but the atmosphere is no joke..."

"Internal matters?! These bastards really...!!"

"W-Wait, Professor Fred, rushing over there all worked up won't help anything...!"

"Excuse me, Professor."

"Huh...?! Who..."

"Professor, how do I reactivate this portal?"

"J-Just a moment, I'm a bit busy right now, I'll tell you later...! Professor Freeeeed...!!"

The two people had suddenly vanished.

Only a black-haired boy remained where they had been.

"...This is troublesome. That method would be the fastest way to get there... Hm? What's this, you'll tell me?"

Ding—

His gaze was fixed solely on empty space.

Ch.279 - The Fruit Is Meant To Be Poked
Woooosh─

Once again, the sound of space being torn apart.
Every step I take, the sound of ripping space echoes in my ears.

*Portals are great and all, but this is always the problem...*

My ears hurt so much.
I'm feeling a bit dizzy too.

The intermittent shaking feels like riding in a car speeding down an unpaved road.

"..Activating the portal was fine, but..geez."

≪Emergency Quest, Time Remaining...≫

"If only this wasn't here, I'd feel much more at ease."

I reached out toward the window floating before my eyes, but as always, I couldn't touch it.

Feeling irritated, I randomly waved my hands around, but the result was the same.

My hands only cut through the horizon.
The red status window floating in front of me showed no signs of fading.

"..Tsk."

Shaking my wrist in frustration, I continued walking forward, and before long, a bright white light began to shine in the distance.

The portal's exit was coming into view.

"Well, since I've returned in just a day, the Arena duel probably hasn't started yet..so.."

What should I do now?
I still had so much to learn from him.

I needed to save him, not for anyone else, but solely for myself.

And from that place where they keep the Empire's worst criminals, no less.

"..At minimum, he's definitely facing imprisonment."

Either way, he was a criminal.
I don't know what crime he committed, but..a criminal who committed a serious enough offense to be sent to the Arena.

No matter how much I needed him, that didn't give me the right to get him out of prison.

It was something I had to think about deeply.

The moment it was discovered that I'd extracted a death row inmate purely for my own desires, not only would I face consequences in the Empire, but my rapidly rising reputation would plummet as well.

Even though I'm a noble,
stripping away a baron's title would be as easy as eating cold porridge.

Taking away the title of a mere honorary noble like a baron versus allowing a dangerous criminal who was headed for the Arena to freely walk the streets.

It was clear which way public opinion would lean.
In fact, other nobles' opinions wouldn't be much different.

I've heard that despite being just a young student, there are many who resent me because the Emperor has his eye on me.

*I have no choice but to worry about this.*

Is it really okay to extract him like this?
How can I get him out without breaking the law?

Of course, there's the option of buying him as a slave, but I didn't think he would accept that method.

The Arena wouldn't want to give up someone who guaranteed such good business either..if money could solve this, he wouldn't be there in the first place.

There's no one in this world who wouldn't want someone with his strength as their slave.

Anyone with ambition and money would have already tried at least once.

In the end, it seems they were trying to pick a fruit they couldn't eat..well.
You have to try to know if you can't eat it.

"..If it seems inedible, I should throw it away, but if it's a perfectly ripe persimmon..well."

I'll have to pocket it.
And very carefully at that.

Finally, the bright light pouring from the exit enveloped my entire body, and colors began to fill the surrounding scenery.

***

Kahn, the most vicious criminal and showman of the Arena.

Place of birth unknown, date of birth unknown.
He had never even seen the faces of the parents who gave birth to him..

He was truly an orphan who could be called the most unfortunate in the world.

"...Am I close to death? Why am I thinking such unfitting thoughts?"

Even he had to admit he was having thoughts that didn't suit him while caught up in the mood, but he also knew the truth.

That the time for his life to end was approaching.

A death row inmate, one who had become a gladiator fighting in the Arena until death.

Thanks to his unique strength, he had managed to cling to life so far, but even that role was about to lose its appeal.

No matter how many countless people he defeated and harmed,
people don't feel thrilled by gambling when the outcome is already determined.

Results that had become too familiar were no longer interesting to people.

He was just a waste of the Arena's money.

That was also why the Arena master wanted him dead.

The purpose of the Arena was to monetize criminals' final moments.
It was a place where criminals' last moments were reduced to spectacles as they killed each other.

Naturally, his relationship with the Arena master was poor.
Not only because of his criminal status, but also because of the profits the Arena had lost because of him.

Every time he had a match, almost everyone except a very small minority bet on him, and he won every time.

To avoid death.
To extend his life.

He continued to win every match without exception.

Since it was the Arena that had to pay out the winnings each time, from the Arena master's perspective..he had long been nothing but a troublemaker.

They couldn't refuse to hold his matches because so many people wanted to see them, but every match resulted in massive losses.

They had tried to sell him as a slave to other wealthy nobles,
but due to his stubborn refusal, they were stuck in a stalemate.

Whenever they tried to sell him as a slave, he immediately put a knife to his own throat.

Even the Arena master, who wanted to get rid of him, didn't want to cut open the belly of the goose that laid golden eggs by bringing in customers thanks to his fame without getting anything in return..

So the plans to sell him as a slave always failed.

Or rather, they didn't even try anymore.

They had seen exactly what would happen when they tried to force his hand, just that one time.

"..Ha, maybe I should have just died back then?"

Seeing how they've been acting lately, it seems they've finally made up their minds to get rid of me..

His muttering echoed in the small stone cell where no one else was present.

Then he hugged his legs that couldn't even fully extend, and once again stretched his neck upward as if stretching.

"Well..I suppose it's about time anyway.."

His eyes, as he leaned against the moss-covered stone wall with apparent resignation, revealed emotions that somehow didn't fit at all.

Not emotions like resignation or relief.
But fragments of regret and disappointment.

"..But what should I tell that kid?"

As he was trying to accept his impending death, the person who flashed through his mind wasn't his parents whose faces he didn't know, nor the friend who sold him to this place for a few coins.

It was the black-haired boy who had entered this cramped prison not long ago and asked him for guidance.

The kid who had a duke's letter of introduction but instead of being arrogant, immediately asked for guidance—that had left quite an impression.

Usually, someone that age with a letter from a duke would exude innate arrogance no matter how hard they tried to hide it.

I liked that about him, so I taught him a few things..
but as luck would have it, I'm destined to die tomorrow..what bad timing for the kid.

While his own luck was terrible, possibly facing death tomorrow, the boy's luck seemed equally bad.

He came all the way here looking for someone to teach him,
but instead of receiving guidance, he'd end up having to deal with a corpse..geez.

For someone with a duke's letter of introduction, the outcome was pathetically meager.

All the kid got from coming here was just a few posture corrections.

Trading a few posture corrections for
having to deal with a corpse was hardly a fair exchange.

Especially since he had no family or friends to help.

The kid would have to handle most of the arrangements alone..

*Wait, will he even take care of my body? If I taught him so little that he doesn't even consider me his master...*

That could be quite troublesome..just as he was thinking this.

Swoooosh─

"..Hmm?"

His field of vision began to brighten.

This room, which had no windows or lighting and should never brighten at night, was getting brighter.

As bright as daylight.

"..What is this..I think I've seen this before.."

Looking at the direction of the shadow at his feet,
he could tell where the light was coming from.

At the same time, his head shot up.

This light was coming from above his head.

He noticed a faint blue light.

"What's this, is someone using magic..?!"

"Ugh, I feel like I'm going to throw up..wait, why is the floor..?!"

"What..what?!"

Bang!

With the sound of something solid colliding, stars suddenly sparkled in the dark stone cell.

Ch.280 - How Did You Get In Here?
Finally, after escaping through the portal, the first emotion I felt was nothing but suffocation.

The stagnant air felt stifling.
Green moss growing on the wall right before my eyes.
The hot, humid temperature that made it hard to breathe.

My feet landed with a thud in a place that could hardly be called pleasant.

*This place is still the same... no, has it actually gotten worse?*

The moss had clearly multiplied much more than when I last saw it.

Even considering how hot and humid this place was, the amount was too excessive to be explained by normal means.

It looked like a parasitic plant...
To my eyes, it seemed as if it was trying to consume the entire room.

*Come to think of it... this village had an unusual amount of moss, didn't it?*

Even at the inn where I stayed last time, while there was no mold, moss could be spotted here and there...

If I hadn't stayed there myself, I might have thought the entire village had been drenched in a heavy downpour.

*The weather wasn't that hot though... is there something else going on?*

"Well, well, kid... you're coming and going from this prison like it's your own home, aren't you?"

"...Ah."

"Ah...? Ah...?"

Apparently bothered by my sudden appearance in the room, the man who had been sitting quietly in the corner immediately rushed over, grabbed me by the collar, and began shaking me back and forth like someone emptying a piggy bank.

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.

The sound of wind as my head was shaken around.

Judging by how violently he was shaking me, that scene from earlier must have been quite shocking to him...

Didn't I appear in a similar way last time too?

Why is he reacting like this now?

"W-why are you suddenly doing this?"

"Why? Why? WHY? Are you seriously asking me that?!"

Come on, how am I supposed to know?
It's not like I've been here all day...

≪Your heart rate is spiking due to external pressure. Rest is recommended...≫

Besides, I only made it here with the help of the status window, so what's this all about...

I was starting to resent myself for having spent so much time earlier thinking about how to save this person.

"You could at least explain a little before—"

"Explain? EXPLAAAAAIN?!"

...Has he finally lost his mind?
He doesn't seem interested in listening to me at all.

After that, as if mocking my words, he started repeating what I said in an exaggerated, irritated voice...

Then he began nervously stomping on the floor.

Like someone putting out a cigarette butt.
His foot movements were more like crumpling than stomping.

"You really don't know? What you did before coming in here?"

The eyes of a predator.
Eyes that looked like they could bite through someone's neck in an instant if they showed even the slightest opening.

The eyes of a clear predator stood out prominently in his already wretched face.

Predator and prey, the relationship of eating and being eaten.
As if he wanted me to physically feel the difference in our status.

"...What happened? I'm sure I used the exact same method as last time..."

But that didn't mean I had anything particularly helpful to say.

As I mentioned earlier, I didn't come here entirely on my own power.

To handle portals, you need clear coordinate addresses... and I had no way of knowing the coordinates of this place.

On my first day here, I bought some information from a local merchant, but it was all vague.

Information about completely isolated spaces like this wasn't something ordinary merchants would have access to.

All information about the Arena was practically classified.
Moreover, to operate the portal myself, I would have needed even more classified information about the inmates.

Plus, I would have needed precise location data on where they were being held.

*I didn't need any of that because the status window helped me, but normally it would have been quite difficult.*

This was truly one of those rare moments when I realized how useful the status window could be.

Until now, even though it was a gift, it felt like a buried treasure chest that I didn't know how to use.

...Though abandoning a treasure chest implies not considering it a treasure in the first place.

*Anyway... since I made it here safely, it doesn't seem like the status window did anything wrong...?*

So why is this guy acting like this?

No matter how I thought about it, there was no reason for him to grab me by the collar out of nowhere.

It's not like I did anything disrespectful...
If anything, I only remember being hit one-sidedly.

Unless I was supposed to maintain my manners while being hit, I don't recall doing anything worthy of being scolded for...

"...Judging by your expression, you really don't know, do you?"

"I really don't know."

"...Haa, look carefully between the stone crevices."

Stone crevices...? Why suddenly...
I stared at him with a confused expression for a moment.

His finger was already pointing at the middle of the wall as if telling me to do as he said immediately, and I had no choice but to follow his order, turning my head to examine the meticulously constructed stone wall's crevices thoroughly.

Honestly, his unreasonable attitude was making me feel increasingly rebellious, but...

Well, as I said earlier, I was the one who needed something from him.

Regardless of his personality, I couldn't deny that there were things I could learn from him.

Besides, my fighting style had always lacked fundamentals.
Even if I had somewhat improved my form, it didn't change how I fought.

I still wanted to approach fights in the way I was accustomed to, and whenever I did, my fighting always devolved from simply surviving to being determined to kill someone.

Not caring about the people around me.
Focusing solely on killing all enemies in sight.

That might have been acceptable before, but now it wasn't a particularly desirable approach.

*Now that my relationship with Aria has improved... and with others too.*

At the very least, if I couldn't afford the luxury of being cautious, I needed to become stronger.

Strong enough that ordinary fights wouldn't even leave a scratch on me.
I wanted to be strong enough to protect those around me and have strength to spare.

Besides, no matter how much time had passed... my old hatred hadn't disappeared.

The bastards I had killed so far.
Those strange guys who introduced themselves as the Seven Deadly Sins.

They all had something in common.

They possessed powers that could hardly be considered human, and for some reason, they recognized me.

There was even one who had known me in my previous life...
Thinking about it that way, I could roughly guess who they might be connected to.

*...The bastard who sent me here.*

That bastard, Gil... no, Number 8, had clearly said it.

Mother... he said.

I don't know who this "Mother" is, but...
I could be certain of at least one thing.

This "Mother" was a being powerful enough for Number 8 to speak respectfully and revere...

And was deeply connected to how I ended up like this.

*...To kill all those bastards, I'll need to become much stronger than I am now.*

For that purpose, I could gladly overlook any strange requests.

Even if it meant closely examining the crevices of a hard stone wall for no apparent reason.

*...But seriously, what am I supposed to be looking for?*

By the time I pulled my face away from the musty-smelling stone wall, my nose was probably covered in all sorts of dust and grime.

***

After quite some time...

I still hadn't figured out why he had told me to look closely at the crevices between the stones.

Looking at me with contempt, he eventually tapped my shoulder to get my attention.

"So... you still don't see what's there?"

"I'd rather ask you... what exactly is supposed to be there that made you shake me like you were catching a mouse?"

"...Haa, how did you even get in here?"

How did I get in?
The same way as last time.

"...Do you think that makes any sense?"

"...No, I mean, what doesn't make sense—"

Swoooosh—

"....?"

As our increasingly disconnected conversation was making me frustrated...

Instead of answering, he spread his palm and began emitting a greenish energy.

A greenish energy that shimmered like a mirage.

"Do you know what this is?"

"...No, I don't."

"It's my energy, what you might call 'qi.'"

"....?"

"It might look insubstantial, but it's quite useful. I can completely block interactions with the surroundings..."

"....."

"And until just now, I was using this to prevent anyone from entering."

"...Oh."

"...So how did you get in, you little shit?"

His eyes gleamed sharply, as if he was about to tear me apart.

Ch.281 - Turbidity
"...So, you're saying I broke through the barrier and came in here?"

"Yes, and let me warn you... it's best not to claim it was a coincidence."

*...But it really was a coincidence.*

As things seemed to get more complicated by the minute, my brow furrowed deeper.

He watched my reaction, his eyebrows moving back and forth.

I didn't need to look closely to understand what his expression meant.
It clearly said, "Is this guy pretending not to know, or does he genuinely not know...?"

Of course, for someone like me who truly knew nothing, this was quite unfair...

*In this situation, claiming I know nothing won't convince him anyway...*

Even though I hadn't intended any of this...
I could understand his position.

If someone had been using their power to prevent anyone from entering, and suddenly someone appeared from thin air in the same way as before... I'd be suspicious too.

Besides, even if I hadn't been caught, the fact that a kid like me could enter this prison was strange enough.

*I might have avoided questioning last time, but it doesn't look like that'll work now...*

Even if it had been someone else, they might have been able to hide the truth somehow, but lying to someone of his caliber was nearly impossible.

People usually show certain reactions when lying.

Their voice trembles...
They can't control their expressions properly.

Maybe their fingertips, toes, or eyelids might twitch, and there was no way he would miss such tiny changes.

Even I could tell, looking at him right now...

He was in an extremely sensitive state.

*If I say the wrong thing, someone might actually die here...?*

No matter how little I valued my life, I wasn't stupid enough to misread the atmosphere.

I certainly didn't have a hobby of deliberately poking beehives knowing the consequences.

*...Maybe saying nothing at all is the best option.*

I still didn't understand what the issue was, but whatever the problem, he was unnecessarily agitated.

From experience... provoking someone in that state never ended well.

Words don't work on excited people.
Words only work when the other person is rational.

I had no choice but to quietly answer what he wanted.

...Though I still wasn't sure exactly what answer he was looking for.

"So, are you finally feeling like talking? You should be."

"...Are you asking me to explain how I was able to enter here?"

"Yes, it looked like you came through a portal... First, explain how you ended up using a portal."

"....."

"Oh, and... you'd better tell me everything without missing a single detail. I'm quite confident in my ability to detect lies."

"....."

...It seems I have no choice here.

The passing time felt especially cruel today.

***

Gi (氣), simply put, is an energy that everyone in this world inherently possesses.

Sometimes it serves as the driving force that moves people's bodies,
Sometimes as a reliable shield to protect oneself,
And sometimes as a weapon more powerful than anything else.

This concept, long known to Eastern people, was once rumored to be more efficient than any powerful force if properly mastered. However, due to its difficulty to learn, it had long been treated as an unwanted burden known only to a few.

People were unwilling to accept something new and unheard of while abandoning the widely known, strange energy called mana.

The Magic Tower and magicians were especially opposed.

Too accustomed to the present,
They disliked accepting change.

Gi wasn't an attractive enough option to abandon the mana they were already using effectively.

Some people were intrigued by the ability to exert massive power without spells or casting, but that was the extent of their interest.

'Well... can't magic do those things too? With a bit more effort, perhaps.'

'I won't deny it's an attractive option... but honestly, it's a shame. Learning this would make everything I've done so far useless.'

'I don't want to abandon the power I've built up to rely on some foreign power from another country.'

The elderly feared problems with their current power.

Young people and children believed the path they had taken couldn't be inferior to others.

People refused to accept new things and even rejected them.

The reason was simple.
Because it wasn't something they knew.

Fear and unfamiliarity with the unknown brought aversion to many people.

They feared their well-established system might collapse.
Those who had never experienced rock bottom feared it terribly.

*'It's funny how people who don't know what rock bottom is fear it so much...'*

Unlike others, he knew.
He knew how maddening rock bottom could be.

A place specialized in breaking people rather than fulfilling human desires.

A place that showed exactly how ugly a person could become to survive.

Having lived alone in such places since childhood, he had no hesitation about abandoning his mana.

He had long realized that following others would get him nowhere since his starting point was different.

He searched the entire country for a master to teach him,
Finally found one, and grew through countless teachings.

Continuously, until there were no more rivals around him.

Although imprisoned in this detention center for certain reasons, he had never once doubted his abilities.

Unlike other greenhouse flowers, he already knew how frightening the world could be.

If you don't become strong, you won't survive.
This had long been ingrained in his mind.

Until now, he had focused solely on becoming stronger without ever doubting this principle.

*'...Yes, I won even the recent fight overwhelmingly.'*

But... why.
No, how exactly.

How could this kid break through my power and enter this place?

A child whose name I don't even know properly.

For the first time, he who had never been interested in others began to question someone else.

It was evidence of interest.
And in someone much younger than himself.

"Hey, you haven't learned something like what I know, have you?"

"...I've only learned how to handle mana."

"Then how did you get in here? Don't you know something?"

"...Hmm."

A slightly trembling voice and a gradually quickening heartbeat.

Having already spread his energy around the boy, it wasn't difficult for him to notice these subtle reactions.

Thinking the boy was hiding something,
He began to direct all the energy he had scattered nearby into the boy's body.

"Listen, kid... I don't know what you think, but this is quite an important matter to me."

"Uh... yes."

"So, even if you feel a bit nauseous, try to bear with it, okay?"

"...What does that mea—ugh?!"

As soon as he finished speaking, the energy inside the boy's body began to rampage wildly.

Though it might appear as mere cruelty, he had his own reasons and basis for doing this.

*'There are two ways to break through a gi barrier...!'*

Those two methods were...

Tearing apart the barrier with power exceeding the opponent's energy.
Or manipulating the opponent's energy to divert it somewhere, be it ground or trees.

*'A kid who's not even an adult can't possibly have power stronger than mine, so there's only one possibility left...!'*

That this bastard knew how to handle gi.

No matter how he thought about it, there could be no other explanation.

Well... surely there couldn't be artifacts that could manipulate energy rather than mana.

*'Besides, this guy doesn't seem to be using any artifacts right now... so somewhere in his body there must be...'*

There had to be a tiny amount of energy.
An amount so small that even he couldn't notice it.

"When... will this end...!"

"Ah, just bear with it a little longer..."

*'Not here either, so what's left is the heart and head area?'*

But is energy usually gathered in such places...?

Most people have energy concentrated around below the navel or the solar plexus... strange.

*'What an unusual fellow. I thought he was peculiar, but...'*

As his hands moved toward the last remaining areas—the heart and forehead...

PUWHAACK!!

*'...Damn it... it was the head, this bastard...!!'*

At that moment, a considerable amount of energy began to overflow from the boy's forehead.

A deep, dark black energy like filthy water...
Energy that could rightfully be called impure.

"Don't bully Blackie!!"

"...What the hell is this kid raising?"

Ch.282 - Shall We Give It A Try?
Black energy.

A black energy like sticky mud.

Waste products accumulated in the skin and body,
forming something resembling a black river.

Those who manipulated qi called it turbid energy (takgi).

Murky energy, clouded energy.
Energy so clouded it had turned black.

For people who normally only used pure energy, this extremely clouded turbid energy was nothing short of poison.

It's like asking someone who's been driving on an open highway
to suddenly navigate a completely congested road—they'd inevitably struggle.

The problem wasn't just about movement.

Unlike the clear highway, one had to consider sections of congestion, and simultaneously calculate all those variables to determine the appropriate speed.

Handling turbid energy meant being able to think about and calculate all these factors simultaneously.

Otherwise, the speed of energy manipulation would only decrease, causing one's skills to regress significantly.

Moreover, no one knew what effects the "impurities" within might have on the user's body.

What's contained in turbid energy differs for each practitioner,
but considering it could turn pure, clean energy so black... it certainly couldn't be anything good.

When manipulating energy, one is naturally susceptible to mental demons.

Whatever was contained within remained unknown, but there was no reason to take such risks by using turbid energy.

Unless someone had special circumstances related to this energy,
no one would willingly operate energy within their body that might consume them.

That would be suicidal.

It was no exaggeration that turbid energy consumed the user's body.

Unlike normal energy, it wouldn't leave the body.
Once used, turbid energy could never be removed from the body through conventional methods.

Just as a hole remains even after removing a nail.

Most turbid energy, once used, remained trapped in the user's body.

As mentioned, it contained "impurities."
Impurities that allowed turbid energy to exist as truly murky energy.

As long as these impurities existed, completely removing turbid energy from the body was impossible, and fully controlling it as one's own was only theoretically possible.

No one in this world.
Not even someone completely insane.

Would accept such rough energy into their body—like a rose covered in sharp thorns.

It was something not to be accepted,
something that couldn't be carelessly taken in.

The moment one deliberately introduced turbid energy into their body, it ceased to be ordinary energy.

More precisely, while it still belonged to the category of energy,
its manipulation would be far more difficult than any other energy they had handled before.

Unlike other energies, turbid energy didn't follow pathways like meridians.

*Even with overflowing talent, handling turbid energy would be an entirely different domain...*

An amount of turbid energy that defied all his previous understanding was scattered in the air.

Plop, plop—

Black masses fell to the ground with sticky splashes.

The quantity was so vast it was hard to believe it came from just one person, and as they emerged, a foul odor began spreading throughout the cramped room.

Having stayed in the slums for a while and supposedly immune to most smells, even he found himself covering his nose.

The smell of fully ripened bodily waste.
Charitably described as fermented, or less charitably, completely rotten.

Undoubtedly evidence of turbid energy.
And these murky masses appeared to have accumulated in the body for quite some time.

Though he had seemed completely ignorant about qi just moments ago, somehow the boy's body already resembled those who had been handling turbid energy for a long time.

*Unless someone forcibly put it there, this couldn't possibly happen...*

Lost in these disturbing thoughts, he sighed deeply as he looked at the boy who had already fainted from pain.

Grumbling about how a strange fellow had barged into his life, he slowly lifted Jenison's body and supported him.

Letting him sleep on this stone floor would only lead to trouble.
Despite only having met a few times, he couldn't just leave him like this.

*Sigh... why did you have to come find me and make me play babysitter?*

He was already exhausted with so much on his mind lately...

Though he continued to grumble and complain, his words couldn't possibly reach Jenison's unconscious ears.

In the end, all he could do was gently lay down the boy he had hoisted onto his shoulder.

"Tsk, should I have just left him outside?"

Had the subject heard this, he would have shuddered, but if any of his old companions—or rather, someone who had known him for a long time—were present, they would have scoffed at his words.

They would have known how long he had been searching for someone worthy of becoming his disciple...

Anyone who had been by his side for a long time would certainly know this.

"...Even so, this kid has no..."

Manners. No manners at all.
And severely lacking at that.

Especially on those rare occasions when he showed that distinctive dejected look in his eyes—it almost made him want to throw a punch.

Such a young man.
With the power and years ahead to change his future or whatever else.

Seeing such eyes on him so early was not particularly welcome.

Qi was greatly influenced by one's mental state.
No matter how talented, this fact remained unchanged.

Qi was a manifestation of mental space and willpower.

The more unstable one's mental state,
the less likely they could properly manipulate qi.

*But... it would be a waste to give up on him just because his head's messed up...*

...Give up?
Did he say give up?

No, he should be honest.
It wasn't that he couldn't give up—he couldn't bear to let someone else have him.

From what he'd seen earlier, this was someone who had never handled energy or anything similar.

Yet despite that, he had survived with this much turbid energy inside his body.

He guaranteed that if the boy learned to manipulate qi, he would become incomparably stronger than he was now...

It was a waste.
An incredible waste.

Having a talented child before him and not being able to use that talent was nothing short of torture.

*Talent, talent... such a damn word.*

He had to admit it.
The boy before him had talent.

And a terrifying amount at that.

-Don't bully Blackie!

"If Blackie means... this guy."

Though the voice he heard while extracting the turbid energy was somehow very irritating, he couldn't deny the talent.

For this much turbid energy to come from someone in an unstable mental state meant that despite his poor mental condition, he had handled this amount of turbid energy without difficulty.

In this case, there were two possibilities.

Either he had mental strength incomparably superior to ordinary people...

*Or his body was naturally specialized for handling turbid energy... but that's impossible.*

Such a rare case—which even he had never actually seen—couldn't possibly be hidden in this narrow country as a mere student.

*If that were the case, he wouldn't have never heard of qi before...*

"Making me worry, this guy..."

He pondered.
Pondered and pondered again.

Had he ever met such talent in his life before, and would he ever meet such talent again?

His physical condition wasn't bad either, and his age was neither too late nor too early to learn something new.

He was at an age where he could quickly adapt to starting something new right now.

"Hmm..."

"...Mmm."

"...Damn, are you really sleeping that well? Huh?!"

SMACK!!

After long deliberation comes a bad move.
He finally made his bad move.

"Damn it, should I... give it a try...?"

Ch.283 - *Hiccup* *Hiccup*
Meanwhile, at that moment.

With most of the situation at the Academy nearly resolved, it was time to focus on other matters.

By the time most students were receiving treatment, the opportunity for other professors to intervene had already passed.

They now needed to finish handling the remaining issues.

"Well, since the Chairwoman has taken the Saintess away..."

"We should think about how to wrap this up."

"If we try to cover this up clumsily, it could cause even bigger problems..."

Most professors were reluctant to make this incident public, but unfortunately, this wasn't something that could be easily concealed.

How many students were injured in this incident, and how many eyes would they need to blind? And among them, how many were children of noble families too powerful for the Academy to handle?

The Academy's reputation had already suffered significantly from the previous incident, and it was clear they couldn't afford another blow to their credibility.

And that was something nobody here wanted.

"Hmm... how should we handle this... really."

"If word of this spreads in high society, there will be no turning back..."

In this empire, unlike other countries, the Academy was the absolute educational institution.

Restoring damaged trust was never easy, especially for an institution that had long boasted such authority.

Another incident where students were injured after the Academy had promised improved security following the previous attack?

The nobles who had always been dissatisfied with the Academy's policy of educating both commoners and nobles without discrimination would certainly not miss this opportunity. The Academy's honor would inevitably erode by the minute.

If that happened, they would be able to check not only the Academy but also the 9th Circle Archmage, nearly the only one in the empire.

An Archmage was both a safety mechanism that stabilized the empire and a weapon that made the land's powerholders tremble in fear.

A weapon in human form.
A being akin to a natural disaster.

There weren't many means to check someone who could overturn the empire if she so desired.

This was an opportunity that wouldn't come again under normal circumstances.

Naturally, there would be many hyenas rushing in at this chance.
The professors were well aware of this fact, which was why they were taking the situation so seriously.

Regardless of everything else, all the current Academy professors respected and admired the Chairwoman in their own ways.

Beyond concerns for their workplace, they also wanted to prevent any harm from coming to her.

"Is this even something to worry about? If we just explain the conversation between us and the Order...!"

"That's precisely the problem."

"W-what?"

"One way or another, the Order is still essential to our Academy. Even right now, we desperately need priests, don't we?"

"....."

"If we expose the issues with the Order in this situation, it would be like declaring war against them."

The burden was too great.
No, it couldn't help but be great.

In this empire especially, there weren't many institutions that could match the Order's influence.

Moreover, with most people capable of using holy power already belonging to the Order, opposing them meant they couldn't receive the Order's help in any future emergency...

Realizing this, the professors, regardless of age, all closed their mouths as if by agreement.

They instinctively understood that this decision was beyond their authority.

"Ahem... so what exactly are we supposed to do? Surely you're not suggesting we take all the blame again...?!"

"I can't accept that either."

"Professor Fred..."

"This incident is clearly the Order's mistake, not an error on the part of our faculty or the Academy."

"....."

"We've repeatedly requested additional personnel, only to be ignored. I absolutely refuse to accept that as our fault."

"Professor Fred, I know you have grievances against the Order, but now is not the time..."

"Besides, what's the point of us discussing this so earnestly?"

"....?"

While everyone looked at him curiously, Professor Fred slightly raised his head.

"The decision will be made by the Chairwoman anyway, won't it?"

"Well, that's true, but..."

"All we need to do is wait and prepare to follow the Chairwoman's choice."

Whether that decision ends up rejecting the Order or not, it's not my concern.

After saying this, he quickly left to check on the other students' well-being, leaving the remaining professors staring at the space he had vacated for quite some time.

It was a truly irresponsible statement for someone affiliated with the Academy.

"What the hell? Why are you people treating our kids?! Do you have any conscience?!"

"W-wait... what is this...?!"

"Get out of here, you religious freaks! Go soak your parchment in holy water!"

"Here we go again, seriously...!"

"Could a few more people come help? One person isn't enough to stop that guy..."

"Y-yes...!"

***

Slurp.
Clink, clink.

In a room where one wall was completely open thanks to large glass windows.

Dainty tea sets were moving about inside.

"Isn't it strange?"

"P-pardon?"

In the Chairwoman's office, where others weren't allowed to enter, only the quiet sound of tea being sipped could be heard...

The one who broke that suffocating silence was none other than the Chairwoman herself.

"Until now, students getting injured to this extent at the Academy would happen maybe once every five years at most."

"....."

"Don't you think there have been too many incidents lately, Saintess?"

Both at this Academy.
And, more broadly, in this empire.

She put down her teacup and smiled gently.

"Y-yes, it does seem that way."

The Saintess, who hadn't touched her teacup even once, nodded lightly in agreement with her opinion.

She began to recall all the scenes she had witnessed so far.

From the Demonic human invasion during the Academy's midterm evaluation, to the monster called Seven Deadly Sins that attacked the Order.

Along with the demon appearing at the Reinhardt family, and the numerous injuries that occurred during this final evaluation.

She too had noticed that incidents that used to happen maybe once a year were now occurring at an alarmingly frequent rate.

'Plus, I should eventually discuss what the Goddess told me about Jenison...'

"By the way, Saintess."

"Y-yes?!"

Startled by her sudden call, the Saintess's head jerked up, causing the white veil on her head to flutter.

"About the attack that occurred at the Order recently."

"W-what?! W-why bring that up suddenly...?"

"I heard there was a demon who confronted the Pope during that attack."

"Ah... yes."

"And I also heard that student Jenison, who had received permission to leave our Academy, was present there as well."

"W-was he? Such a major incident... I don't quite remember..."

"Honestly, whether student Jenison was there or not isn't that important to me. What matters is that he might have seen that demon."

"....?"

"Until now, I thought this was a question I could only ask the Pope, so I was planning to schedule a meeting soon, but..."

"I... I don't quite understand what you're saying..."

[Saintess.]

Click, click, click.

In the room where no sound other than their conversation could be heard until just now, the sound of teacups rattling began to echo.

Vibration, and quite a powerful one at that.
Her voice carried a tremendous vibration.

Enough to instantly make the surrounding objects tremble.

"W-wait, C-C-Chairwoman...?!"

[I heard you weren't present at the scene because you were busy treating patients...]

"N-no, w-what are you saying... eek...?!"

[Still, just in case, I'll ask you once.]

"Y-yes? What are you going to ask... oh my...?"

Smile.

The Chairwoman's lips curved into a crescent once more.

[Did you see the appearance of the demon who was there that day, at that time, in that place?]

Hiccup, hiccup.

Faced with her beautiful smile, the Saintess could only respond with helpless hiccups.

Ch.284 - *Slurp*
The Saintess bit her lip tightly.

It wasn't that she was caught off guard by an unexpected question.
Rather, it was because she had been anticipating this question all along.

Truly... truly honestly.
When accepting the facts intuitively as they were.

Could she really say that the Church had nothing to do with the recent events?

Unlike before, she could no longer give a definitive answer to that.

Even from her perspective.
Even from the perspective of the Church's Saintess...

Almost all of the strange incidents that had occurred recently were connected to the Church.

Starting with the demon attack on the Church,
The priests who rushed out immediately upon hearing that the Reinhardt mansion had been partially destroyed.

And most decisively... her private audience with the Goddess that only she knew about.

Even to her, who always seemed to get entangled whenever something happened, the scale and frequency of these major incidents seemed abnormal.

Moreover, they were all events that could hardly be called coincidences.
They were absolutely impossible without some kind of organized movement behind them.

Even if one were to make a hundred or thousand concessions and call the other incidents mere coincidences, the private audience with the Goddess was absolutely not something that could be dismissed as such.

The Goddess worshipped by the Church, which was designated as the imperial religion.

No matter how much she was the beloved Saintess, having a private audience with Her... especially without any forewarning or oracle like that time, was the first such occurrence.

*Even though the Goddess pursues freedom and peace...*

With hands still trembling, she struggled to lift the teacup in front of her as she recalled once more in her mind.

The memory of that day, still vivid in her recollection.

A white room, everything was white.
A space where it was difficult to discern where the walls began and where the floor was.

When she suddenly opened her eyes that day, she who had been alone in the prayer room was clearly there in that place.

"...Hello?"

The Goddess she had served her entire life was there too.

The Goddess whom she had devotedly served her whole life.
The Goddess whom even she, called the representative of God, had only seen a few times in her lifetime.

The Saintess, Hildegard, still remembered.

That day, at that time, in that place.
Everything the Goddess had said... without missing a single word.

No, she couldn't help but remember.

It was the first time in her life she had heard...

"...Child, I have so many things I want to tell you."

The Goddess's confession.

***

Meanwhile, as she was having this untimely concern about her own faith.

There was someone sitting right in front of her, still tilting their teacup as if nothing was wrong...

*...Something is definitely going on.*

She had been different from others since childhood.

While other children her age were playing war games with tree branches, she always wanted to study new magic formulas.

And when other children were clinging to adults,
She rather requested solitude, saying she could do everything well by herself.

Normally, when such young children want to be separated from others, adults should comfort them, but that didn't happen with her.

Everyone thought she was the kind of child who deserved that treatment.
It was the downside of being a child who showed talent from an early age.

Perhaps it was because she always had to solve everything alone and face others by herself?

The symbol and proof of great magicians.
Her Unique Form of Mana, called the dream of all magicians.

Surprisingly, her Unique Form of Mana wasn't combat magic.

It was closer to detection magic.

She called it the eye that sees all things.
She literally awakened magic that could see everything.

And that included people's hearts as well.

*Anxiety, doubt... whichever it is, it's not a normal response...*

She thought.
Thought and thought again.

The strange events that kept happening recently, and... that strange figure who appeared in the forest and the demon who turned the eldest son of the Reinhardt family into a Demonic human.

It was too large in scale to be a coincidence,
And the fact that demons appeared at almost every scene was also disturbing.

Even if two of them had been killed, it was still unknown how many of those demons might remain.

*This time too, if left alone, students could have been seriously injured... I'll need to step in and handle it at some point...*

But there were too many disturbing elements to act carelessly.

It was strange that things that had been quiet until now were suddenly coming out, and it was also disturbing that all the places they targeted played quite important roles in the Empire.

The fact that they played important roles in the Empire meant that security would be quite strict...

Yet they somehow didn't know this and invaded the Reinhardt family, known for being exceptionally strict with security in the Empire, so blatantly, and caused a commotion in the Church, even confronting the Pope?

No, they clearly targeted those places with some intention.
With some intention we cannot imagine.

*And the problem is that I don't know what that is...*

Slurp.

She put down the teacup she had been drinking from.

*And that voice that called me teacher... it's also bothering me.*

She had never had a disciple.

If one of the few great magicians in the Empire had taken on a disciple, rumors would have spread throughout the country.

To her, who had lived her entire life focused only on magic,
A disciple was something she didn't need to raise.

Originally, magicians were selfish beings.

They were the kind of beings who wouldn't be satisfied until they achieved what they wanted by ignoring all the laws of the world, and she was one of the people standing at the very top among such beings.

Unless someone was truly exceptional,
They wouldn't even catch her eye.

There was no way she, who never turned her eyes to anything other than magic, would teach magic to someone, and even if they caught her eye, there was no way they would be viewed favorably by others.

In others' eyes, they would be seen as nothing more than...
A lucky parachute, nothing more, nothing less.

Being her disciple didn't mean all magicians in the world would respect them.

No, rather, they would be more likely to be torn apart and chased after.
With the mindset that they couldn't give to others what they themselves couldn't have.

She, who knew this fact better than anyone, had actually once stated in front of many people.

That she had no intention of taking a disciple.
That if they coveted the title of "Great Magician," they should look for someone else.

*If it's not the Magic Tower or the Tower Masters... there are almost no people who would call me teacher instead of chairwoman...*

There are a few, but...
They're all dead people.

Her fingers holding the teacup began to tighten slightly.

Magicians are always those who seek knowledge.
For them, an unknown matter was not something to be overlooked.

Especially if that matter was closely related to themselves.

*...That student might know something.*

Just as the handle of the teacup was about to precariously separate, the image of a student flashed through her mind like lightning once more.

The image of that student who had strangely always been involved whenever incidents occurred.

"...Saintess... no, Miss Hildegard?"

"Hildega... ah, yes... yes?"

"Could I possibly visit the Church in the near future?"

However, she couldn't personally visit that student right now.

The evaluation was still officially ongoing, and if she made a mistake now, it would obviously lead to controversy about the chairwoman giving personal favors.

Moreover, that student was already controversial enough.
That student was always ready to be torn apart by those around them.

Famous people are always followed by hyena-like people.

She didn't want to burden the student, who would already be harassed by paparazzi after returning from the evaluation, with another burden.

*...If I can't visit Jenison right now, it would be right to visit the Church first.*

It seemed like a formal issue to refer had just arisen anyway...
The recent actions of the Church were suspicious to anyone who looked.

Even for her, who was interested in nothing but various magics and her own goals, this issue was not something she could easily overlook.

Both as the Academy chairwoman,
And as the Empire's great magician.

This was not a matter to laugh off.

"Yes... yes? You want to visit our Ch-Church, Chairwoman?"

"Yes, is there perhaps... any problem with that..."

"N-No, the Church is open to everyone..."

"...Is that so? Then... let's talk about it again after resolving this situation."

"...Yes."

Slurp.

The sound of drinking tea echoed once more.

It was truly a quiet room.

Ch.285 - Tick-tock
Most people typically regain consciousness within one to three hours after passing out.

Regular folks don't often faint in the first place.
Even when they do, it's usually just falling asleep from extreme exhaustion.

"....Shit."

"What's this? Where's that foul language coming from?"

"Haah..."

Right, except in cases like now, when a sudden shock rattles your brain and temporarily turns off your world.

"Hey... you trying to take a swing at me?"

"...Was it really necessary to knock me unconscious?"

As my voice came out noticeably more irritated than before, the expression of the man in front of me soured considerably... but I'm certain anyone would sound the same in my situation.

Maybe there was some reason for it...
Sure, when you're in a bad mood, sometimes you might hit someone... and so on.

I tried to comfort myself with various excuses, but I still felt incredibly resentful about the current situation.

At such a critical time...
When I should be using every minute carefully...

Hoping this might all be a dream, I checked my status window again, but unfortunately, nothing had changed.

[Time Remaining: 38:09]

"..Haah."

Just looking at the remaining time made me sigh involuntarily...
By the time I regained consciousness, a significant amount of time had already passed.

I couldn't help but clutch my knees in despair.

To waste this much time just because I got hit and knocked out somewhere...
If I had made such a ridiculous mistake in the past, it would have been fatal—I would have been dead for sure.

Moreover, I had no idea what would happen if I failed to complete this quest.

I kept searching through my status window hoping to find some clue, but it was useless.
Even the question marks that had been there before were now gone.

Of course, there was a possibility that nothing would happen.
But considering everything that had happened so far, it was easy to deduce that wouldn't be the case.

Just looking at the red color alone...
I could tell that the status window itself was trying desperately to prevent whatever was coming, even using the word "emergency."

*I already felt like I didn't have enough time... and now I've wasted even more?*

Because of this, my mood continued to darken.

I'd occasionally felt that the status window wasn't very useful before... but it had never actually been unhelpful to me.

It had never done anything harmful to me,
and had always brought things that helped me.

This time too, it seemed urgent enough to be labeled an emergency, but it must have been something that would benefit me in some way.

And now, I was starting to mess up something it was desperately trying to prevent.

*How am I supposed to fix this?*

To be honest, I had considered just giving up and playing dumb about whatever damage might occur.

If I just closed my eyes once.
If I put my hand on my conscience and lied.

Even after an incident occurred, no one in this world would be able to tell that I had known about it in advance.

Even if they used magic to detect lies, I could just keep my mouth shut.
They clearly wouldn't be able to pressure me with evidence.

Magic that sees the future is extremely high-level.
It was beyond the reach of someone like me who could only use basic magic.

Even if I somehow had such an opportunity, that magic wasn't as convenient as a fortune teller's crystal ball that shows everything at once.

It only explained the future in fragments.
At best, it would provide broken words that allowed you to roughly guess what the future might hold.

Of course, even being able to do that much would be impressive, but it wouldn't be directly helpful for someone like me who needed to know exact times and places.

But if I just waited for something to happen before acting, the damage to bystanders and civilians would inevitably be greater...

It felt like things were getting more complicated the further I went.
Things hadn't been easy before either, but they rarely got this tangled from the very beginning.

"...What can I do to get out of this situation?"

To make up for the hours I'd already lost, I needed to go outside right now and implement the plans I'd made one by one.

Having come all this way, and having snuck past the Academy professors.
I had to leave on my own without receiving any guidance.

*Plus, didn't this person say they had a match today?*

Even if I stayed here to continue training, it was obvious that the person in front of me wouldn't be able to help me because of the match scheduled for today...

It was truly a case of adding insult to injury.
One misfortune on top of another.

*If I ran out right now and caused a scene at the arena, I might be able to buy some time, but...*

I couldn't do anything while locked in this prison.
I had only been able to get this far thanks to the status window handling the portal for me.

*And since the match is tomorrow, there's bound to be security guarding the arena...*

It might be different for other matches, but for today's match, there would definitely be additional people guarding the area.

An important match with a lot of money riding on it.
And with the best showman in this place participating.

Unlike regular matches, enormous sums of money would be changing hands, and the arena would want to ensure the match happened no matter what.

That would naturally mean more security...
Far from causing a scene, I'd be lucky not to get caught.

Having deceived the professors and snuck out, I absolutely couldn't cause any more problems.

I needed to be as quiet as a mouse.
And act with stealth.

*Well... since I've come this far, I should at least do what I came to do...*

"What are you looking at?"

"..Haah."

Seeing his nonchalant expression as he stared at me, as if there were no problems at all, made my blood boil.

In this state, I wouldn't be able to concentrate on anything else...
But as soon as I thought about saying something, the remaining time I'd seen earlier held me back.

You've already wasted hours due to your mistake, and now you want to waste more time?

That thought wouldn't leave my mind.
If there was one thing I didn't want to do, it was mess things up because of a mistake.

There's no excuse as pathetic as saying it was a mistake.
I'd learned that lesson long ago.

*I've heard it drilled into me so many times—I have to make up for my own mistakes.*

If your head is still attached, make amends.
That's what I was taught from the moment I picked up a sword.

So this situation too... somehow I need to finish it and clean up...

"Hey, forget it... you should go now."

"...What?"

Crazy.

He was crazy.

***

Tick-tock.

The sound of the second and minute hands moving back and forth.
The man fell into thought as he listened to the sound of the two clock hands crossing.

How did it come to this?
How did he end up having to leave his family?
Why was the Emperor hostile toward him?

Various worries crossed the man's mind, but he couldn't find a satisfactory answer to any of them.

These weren't problems that could be solved just by worrying.
Just because the last button was fastened properly didn't mean the first button was done right.

It was something that had gone wrong from the beginning.
That was the conclusion the man reached.

Then when?
Where was that beginning?

Unlike before, he couldn't find the answer immediately.

If he had to pinpoint the beginning...
It was when he borrowed someone else's power to succeed the family instead of his brother...

"Hey, Reinhardt... what are you doing right now?"

"....."

"Making someone as valuable as me do cleaning... tsk tsk, don't you have any respect for your elders, you brat?!"

"...I can't think with you talking, old man of the Crazy Eye."

"...You crazy bastard, coming all the way here just to think... aish..."

"....."

"You and I are both being hunted by the Imperial family anyway! What's there to think about so seriously?!"

"....."

"Just focus on how we're going to achieve our goal right now... why are you worrying so much?!"

"...I see."

Swish.

The man, who had been lost in thought until now, slowly rose from his chair.

"...Well, I suppose that's possible too."

"...Again with the cryptic talk that only you understand."

"Right... well, I guess I can think about it after I finish what needs to be done now."

After all, the family wouldn't fall anyway.
With that, he completely rose from his chair.

"Let's go, the match is about to begin."

"Our goal is clearly..."

"The final match, when the winner is determined."

That's when we steal the prize.

Ch.286 - Blackie
The mind, similar to what we call nature or character.
Though intangible, it's something everyone believes they possess.

To define the mind in one word... attitude.
It's the attitude with which one approaches things.

The attitude toward other people, and further, the attitude and temperament toward everything in this world.

No one has proven whether the mind truly exists, but at least I believed without doubt that it did.

The mental realm, the place I visited not long ago.
And where a dragon and a spirit still reside.

Since it's a world reflecting everything in one's mind, the existence of that world itself meant that people have something called a mind.

Even if the mind didn't really exist,
At least something similar did, so it didn't matter what it was called.

Anyway, what mattered in this situation was that humans definitely possessed a mind.

Convinced of this, I opened my mouth once more.

"...Could it be that you're not human?"

"What?"

"If you were a normal human, you'd naturally take at least minimal responsibility for the current situation... ack... aaack?!"

"You crazy bastard, you keep pushing it, don't you?!"

***

Only after my head had swollen to about twice its size did those merciless punches finally stop coming.

I clutched my head and collapsed from the pain radiating from inside my skull.
But after a moment, filled with indescribable indignation rising from my core, I immediately raised my head and started shouting back.

To be honest, I couldn't say everything was entirely his fault...
But the fact remained that my head was now throbbing with pain.

"You bastard, do you think it's normal to ask your master if he's human or not?!"

"...Master?"

"Yes, I fixed that terrible posture of yours last time, don't you remember?"

"...Most people wouldn't want to be called master just for teaching something so minor..."

"Are you saying I'm like most people?"

"Ah... no, clearly last time when I called you master, you didn't say you disliked it."

It feels like just yesterday when he rejected me, saying he had no interest in taking disciples.
At this point, I'm starting to wonder if all powerful people are simply stupid.

It hasn't even been that long...
How could he forget so completely in such a short time?

As I was about to click my tongue at his shamelessness, his gaze began to slowly examine me once more.

I hurriedly tried to manage my expression, but this time something felt different.

How should I put it... unlike before, it felt like he was truly seeing me?
I wasn't sure what was happening, but whatever the case, he was now curious about me.

Though I still didn't understand why... his changed gaze proved it.

"...Why are you staring so intently at my forehead?"

"...No, I was just wondering what kind of being is inside your head."

"....?"

Of all places, specifically my head?
I couldn't tell if this was a metaphor or if he truly meant something was inside my head...

Since he often spoke in ambiguous ways, I couldn't properly understand his meaning.

Seeing my confusion, he clicked his tongue once with a "tsk" sound.
As if I were pathetic for not understanding.

...As if I wasn't already troubled enough.
Seeing him so openly click his tongue, a vein popped on my forehead.

*I really want to flip him over.*

Of course, that was just a thought; I couldn't actually do it.
Setting aside whether I could beat him with my current strength, I didn't know what would happen if I caused a disturbance here.

Time was already short, and there was no need to create new problems and complications here.

After calming myself down,
I finally managed to suppress my rising anger.

At last, I was able to raise my head again.
My forehead throbbed, feeling as if it were bulging out.

"...What exactly is in my head?"

"Uh... well, there is... something. I'm not sure if it's dangerous, but... there is definitely something there."

"....."

Seeing him talk like that, there really must be something there...
But I couldn't imagine what it could be, which made me even more anxious.

Unless someone had put something in my head without my knowledge, I had no memory of putting anything there myself.

Which meant someone had placed something in my head.
And I had been living normally all this time without knowing it.

In other words, I might seem fine now, but who knows how things might change later...

"Ah, now that I think about it, I seemed to know you."

"....Excuse me?"

"What, you bastard, I said I seemed to know you."

My thoughts stopped, and my mind went blank.

The important thing wasn't that he knew me.
After all, if he was inside my head, it would be stranger if he didn't know me.

What surprised me more was that whatever was in my head was a conscious being capable of conversation.

When did it sneak in...?
I had never heard voices or hallucinations before.

In fact, I had been living completely free of hallucinations or visions recently, which made this situation all the more confusing.

He looked at me dismissively,
Then added another comment as if he'd just realized something.

"Ah, come to think of it... do you have a nickname?"

"...What?"

"If you're going to have a nickname, at least make it something cool..."

"...What are you talking about? I don't have a nickname."

Tilt.

My head involuntarily tilted to the right.
I followed his gaze, tilting my own.

"Then why did that guy call you by such a name? Is it... some kind of pet name between you two?"

"Pet name or whatever, I don't even know the identity of this being in my head..."

"...You really don't know? You're not lying?"

"No."

"...That's strange. Does a familiar normally stay inside its master's body without permission?"

As I was racking my brain over the increasingly complicated situation, I heard something I couldn't ignore, and turned to look at him.

"...What?"

"What now? What's the problem this time?"

"No... what did you just say...?"

"What, about being inside the master's body?"

"No, before that... you definitely said familiar..."

"Yeah, I did. Is there a problem?"

"...I've never had a familiar."

"...Huh?"

A familiar, or more grandly, a spirit beast or divine beast.
A kind of spiritual entity that understands human language and follows human commands.

To put it in perspective... it was like a protective charm in the modern world.
Of course, the familiars here could exert physical force, so they were far more effective than protective charms.

But... isn't controlling familiars something only magicians can do?
And even then, only high-level magicians?

Even though my mana capacity had recently increased thanks to the status window's reward, compared to high-level magicians, it was like a mouse before a cat.

At best, I was a mid-level magician...
How could I possibly control a familiar?

I had never even intended to get one in the first place.

*Besides, aren't familiars usually physical beings?*

If it's inside my head...
That would mean it's some kind of spiritual entity...

That kind of familiar would normally choose someone better than me, wouldn't it?

No... to begin with, I've never even met a familiar or anything similar.
Until the final evaluation began, I had been holed up in my room.

Even if I had the power to tame a familiar, I wouldn't have had the time... what's going on?

I asked him several times if he might be mistaken...
But each time, he firmly denied it, insisting he wasn't wrong.

But for me to have done this...
I couldn't think of anything that made sense.

This was starting to feel familiar.
The more I thought about it, the more tangled everything became.

My head was already aching from the quest...
The misfortunes raining down on me today felt particularly unfair.

"...Could you please tell me anything about this being in my head?"

"Why do you look so aged? Are you going through something difficult these days?"

"...Never mind that, just tell me."

"...Ah, right. I mentioned earlier that he called you by a nickname?"

"Yes."

"He called you 'Blackie'... does that mean anything to you?"

"....Ah."

Well, damn.
Was it that guy?

An image flashed through my mind: a child happily playing with a gray-haired dragon in my mental realm.

But that guy is a familiar?
We did make a contract, but... he's a spirit, isn't he?

Can spirits become familiars too?
Well, at least it's not a problem, so that's a relief.

Next time something like this happens, I should ask for a heads-up.

Ibedia can't leave the mental realm...
But that guy I contracted with should be able to come out.

*Later, I should find a way to bring that guy out too...*

[Attention, all inmates.]

"....?"

"...Huh, the schedule is moving faster than expected."

"...What do you mean?"

[In approximately two hours from now...]

"What else? The match."

[The competition will be held, so everyone prepare thoroughly. Make it a match you won't regret.]

Oh, great.
There's really not much time left now.

Ch.287 - Outrageous Act
Only the vanishing ones are always the losers.
For the victors, all that remains is glory.

Even if it was a victory stained with blood, people remember only the winners.

As a rule, only things that leave relatively strong impressions remain in memory.

Madness, violence, sacrificed victims.
The precious word "victory" was enough to cover all of these.

People are always on the side of the victor.
The victorious can literally determine everything.

So what are the conditions for becoming a victor?

Many people seek the answer to that question, and countless others pretend to know.

As mentioned, people remember only the victors.
No one wants to be a loser, forgotten in everyone's memories.

"So, how many hours do we have left now?"

"Well, according to the announcement, we have..."

"..."

"Less than an hour left. From their perspective, they'll want to proceed with the match no matter what, so it's unlikely to be canceled."

"...One hour."

"Yes, that's probably the most certain time. Shouldn't you start preparing now?"

"I've already finished all preparations. Instead of wasting time talking to others, hurry up and finish your own preparations."

"...You really have terrible manners."

"..."

"Is it because of that attitude that you left your family without ever understanding your child's feelings, ending up in this situation? Huh?"

"...Watch yourself, old man. Unless you want me to be in a foul mood."

"Hah, as if you could! You brought me all the way here because you want something from me too."

"..."

"Stop talking nonsense. If you have nothing to do, help me prepare. I have quite a lot to take with me."

"...Fine, I'll just leave first."

"W-wait! You could at least wait outside...!!"

SLAM!

As the wooden door closed, small sawdust particles scattered throughout the room.

The victor who didn't want to become a loser was still in a hurry even at this moment.

"Tsk tsk... always so domineering, that's why the imperial family cast him out... really."

Despite the oppressive attitude from earlier, the old man didn't seem bothered at all as he began gathering his belongings.

About one hour before the match began.
Those who wished to become victors finally left the room.

***

After hearing his explanation further, it became clear.
What's in my head isn't a familiar, but the spirit that exists in my mental world alongside Ibedia.

I'm not sure how it managed to appear outside, but based on his explanation, it was almost certain.

In this whole world, the only person who calls me "Blackie" is...
At least as far as I know, only that guy.

Even the mischievous Sino Charlotte never called me that, not even once.

"So... what I saw wasn't your familiar?"

"...No, it's a spirit."

"A spirit...? I've heard about those things, but..."

...Not "I've heard," but "I've heard about those"...
Just how long has this person been living here?

Judging by his face alone, he doesn't seem to have passed his thirties yet...

An inexplicable sensation crept throughout my body.

"But why is it inside your head? Are spirits usually that easy to see?"

"...It's difficult to explain. Let's just say it happened somehow."

"You sure have a lot of secrets, kid. Fine."

"...Yes."

"Hey, forget about that story for now and sit down for a moment."

"...?"

"Don't ask why, just sit down, and don't make that stupid face."

"...Yes."

I'm not sure why he suddenly ordered me to sit down... but well.
It seems like he has something separate to tell me, so I can sit down just this once.

With questions in my mind, I followed his order and quietly sat down. Soon after, I could feel the rough surface of the hard stone floor against my buttocks.

"But why..."

"..."

"...?"

"...Hey."

After plopping down in the same spot as me,
he began creating a mysteriously solemn atmosphere.

Due to the suddenly changed mood and his significantly lowered voice, I flinched momentarily.

"You..."

"Yes..."

Was it because of his voice that had suddenly dropped so low?
Countless thoughts began to cross my mind.

Whether I had done something wrong.
Or if I had made some slip of the tongue.

Apart from any displeasure, I still thought there were things to learn from this person before me, so I had no choice but to rack my brains even more desperately.

"Do you want to learn from me?"

"...What?"

"Why? Don't like it? Think it's bullshit?"

"N-no, it's just that you haven't said anything until now, so why suddenly—"

"Ah, forget about past memories!! Are you going to do it or not?!"

The thought that came out of his mouth was a proposal that far exceeded all my previous thoughts.

***

To be honest, I didn't think much of him at first.

A kid not even of age yet handling portals...
Occasionally muttering something while staring into empty space...

Whatever the case, the fact that he was just a kid who had nothing to do with me remained unchanged.

After all, he was born and raised gently in a noble family.
I thought there was no value in dealing with a child who didn't know the world yet.

"...But why doesn't this kid seem like a noble at all?"

The image of nobles he remembered was always one of oppressive and arrogant attitudes maintained by old pigs, and that didn't change even for young students.

They might differ only slightly in age.
The fact that they were nobles remained unchanged.

In reality, most nobles tended to provide home education, which naturally passed down the mindset of previous noble generations to their descendants.

The elitist ideology that commoners could be looked down upon.
The overwhelming arrogance that they could do whatever they wanted.

He hated those aspects of nobles, and that was why he had come this far.

The son of a local baron who treated others carelessly, the count who demanded one virgin from the village each month, the guards who, backed by the name of a renowned family, tyrannized villagers and always stole alcohol and food.

Having never had a proper shelter, parents, or any relatives to rely on, he had traveled through various villages, experiencing the world.

And through that, he realized.
That there are many pieces of trash in human form in this world.

The people who just stood by and watched those bastards were equally as close to evil, but he chose a method that clearly eliminated the cause rather than focusing on that.

He didn't kill them.
Killing would make him the same as those pieces of trash.

It wasn't that difficult either.
His power was too alien to the people of this country who were extensively using mana.

Being alien meant being unfamiliar.
No one in this empire had prepared countermeasures for a power that wasn't mana.

Yeah, that could happen.
It was completely understandable.

Unlike mana, which all living beings supposedly possessed, using this power required a certain talent. That was also why that damn master took him as a disciple during those times when there were plenty of talented people around.

People with talent for this power weren't that common.
No matter how much of an orphan or insignificant commoner he was, his master wouldn't have wanted to miss such talent.

"...Why are you staring at me like that?"

"...Ah, shit... this is annoying."

Yes, just like now.

"...Let me ask you one thing."

"...Yes?"

"You're a noble, right? With everything you're wearing... you don't look like a commoner at all."

"..."

"What, don't want to say? Can't speak?"

"...If I have to say whether I'm a noble or not... yes, I am."

"...Haaa."

"...?"

No matter how much he disliked nobles, and even if this kid was predictably rude, he didn't want to easily let go of someone with talent for this power.

After observing for several days, he realized.
That his master's words were completely correct.

Indeed, in an empire that predominantly focused on knowledge about mana, finding someone with talent for this power was even more difficult than expected.

"...This is all because the country is messed up, teaching kids to just throw magic around all day, that's why this happens."

With benefits concentrated only on nobles...
In many ways, this empire was a bit difficult for commoners to live in.

Especially for those without anyone to rely on, whose parents were merely simple serfs.

"While on the other hand, this kid..."

"...Why do you keep staring at me like that?"

"Haaa..."

A noble family's child who has lived abundantly since childhood.
A kid who knows nothing, having grown up without desperation or lack.

Yet someone with sufficient talent to handle this power.

"...It's annoying, those who have everything."

"...Pardon?"

"Ah, damn it... Hey!!"

"Y-yes...?"

"You, just learn from me, got it?!"

"...What?"

"Stop with the 'what's and just say you understand!!"

"...What?"

A burst of commotion erupted inside the narrow prison.

Ch.288 - Match Start
"W-Why are you suddenly acting like this? Clearly until last time..."

"What, so you don't like it?! I'm offering to teach you and you're freaking out?!"

"...No, that's not the issue..."

After that, I continued bickering with him for a while, completely forgetting that I didn't have much time left.

There was no particular reason.
I just wanted to ask.

Until recently, he had firmly declared that he would never take a disciple, insisting that he would never have anything like a student. I didn't understand what had suddenly caused him to change his attitude so drastically.

Given my limited time, I would normally have let it go, but the problem was that I couldn't think of any explanation no matter how hard I tried.

All I'd done since arriving here was pass out for an hour or two.

If there had been even a plausible reason, I might have understood, but in the current situation, I couldn't think of anything.

"No matter how I think about it, there's no reason..."

"What are you muttering about? So, what... are you saying you don't want my teachings now? Suddenly they're not necessary anymore?"

"...That's not it."

"Then just shut up and accept it, why are you muttering? Huh?!"

"....."

"Refusing what I'm offering... tsk."

"....."

...What kind of person is this?
He's been doing whatever he wants since earlier...

My head was becoming increasingly confused by his childishness, which exceeded my imagination.

Setting aside how he was trying to push things forward on his own terms, somehow his forceful attitude felt like he was throwing a tantrum at me.

A man with a scruffy beard throwing a tantrum at me?
...Ugh, just imagining it gave me goosebumps.

To begin with, there's no way this guy would act like that.
Though I hadn't spent much time with him, I could tell that much.

How self-centered and free-spirited the person before me was.

He was the type who, when faced with something he didn't like, would choose to persuade with force rather than words. The person standing before me now was of the same kind.

Fists rather than words.
Overwhelming power rather than dialogue.

These were actions impossible for reasonable people, but the man before me had the power to make them possible.

In a way, I could understand why he acted like that.
Great power, by its very existence, tends to fascinate and seduce people.

A dogmatic and arrogant person.
Yet someone with the qualifications and power to justify it.

That was always my impression of him, which made it all the more difficult for me to accept the current situation.

*I feel dizzy... what's going on.*

...What made him change his mind?
Even if he had changed his mind, why such a complete 180-degree shift in attitude?

As I held my buzzing head in this unexpected situation, I suddenly felt his piercing blue eyes staring at me from right in front of my face.

Fiery, blazing eyes.
Could the look one gives a mortal enemy be like this?

He was giving me a fierce look that he had never shown since meeting me.

"Hey, decide right now."

"...What have you been asking me to decide?"

"What else? Whether you're going to learn from me or not."

...No, that's what I'm asking—what's the reason?
It felt like we'd been going in circles with the same questions and answers.

"Is there anything to think about? When I, of all people, am offering to teach you specially?"

"...I just want to know why you changed your mind, at the very least..."

"Just!! Will you learn or not?!"

"....."

"Will you learn or not?!"

"...What happens if I say I'll learn?"

"...Why ask? You'll become fucking strong."

At his confident declaration, spoken as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, I fell silent.

It's not a boast, but I could say I was already quite strong.

I wasn't sure how I compared to those Seven Deadly Sins or whatever they were called, but at least against ordinary knights, I was confident I could win even if hundreds were brought against me.

Even back when I was killing people and taking contracts, ordinary knights were no match for me.

Their chivalry, honest to a fault, was of no help when facing someone like me who cared nothing for honor.

They didn't know how to flee from an enemy.
Some did run away, but that fact itself was proof that I was stronger than them.

Moreover, although my physical abilities had deteriorated since then, I had gained quite a variety of powers...

Having directly witnessed the power of the Knight Commander recently, I was even more certain.
I had already surpassed my former self from those days.

My physical abilities were embarrassingly inferior compared to back then, but that was something I could train up gradually. It wasn't much of a problem.

Rather, I should be grateful that I had gained mysterious powers like Dragon Language magic, since that wasn't something one could obtain through effort alone.

That's why I couldn't easily believe his words.
That merely by receiving his teachings, I could become much stronger than I was now.

If that were possible... shouldn't there be no weak people in this world?

I didn't know the exact number, but...
The Empire didn't actually have that few strong people.

Not all of them were as strong as Khan, the man before me, but nevertheless, there were countless individuals in the Empire who were incomparably stronger than ordinary people.

Surely among those people, at least some must have taken disciples...
If one could become strong so quickly just by receiving teachings, the Empire should have far more promising talents growing than it currently did...

No matter how much I pondered, I couldn't resolve this question, so I tilted my head in confusion.

"...Do you still have that much to think about? Why not just accept when someone offers to help?"

"....."

"I mean, isn't that why you came looking for me in the first place?! What was the point of bringing the Duke's letter of recommendation if not for..."

"...That's true, but..."

"Then, when someone offers to teach you, you should just bow your head, say thank you, and accept it gratefully! What's bothering you so much that you're being so hesitant?"

"....."

"Frankly speaking, if I wanted to harm you, I would have done it already. We're this close, and you think I couldn't kill you if I wanted to? Huh?!"

"...That's..."

"Ah, forget it!! If you come at me with that wishy-washy attitude again... I'll take it as a no, understand? This is my final offer."

...What was that? His voice seemed to tremble a bit just now.
Surprised by such an unexpected reaction, I raised my head to find his fierce eyes staring at me once more.

Blue eyes, scruffy beard.
A rough appearance reminiscent of a wild man.

"Will you do it or not?"

"....."

"Will. You. Do. It. Or. Not...?!"

...He doesn't seem to be lying.
And he doesn't really have a reason to deceive me.

As he said, if he truly meant to harm me, he would have done so long ago.

His sudden 180-degree change in attitude was still suspicious, but I didn't have time to worry about such things now.

≪Time Remaining: 36:17≫
The status window, now redder and showing even less time than before, was floating before my eyes.

"...I'll do it."

With a slight bow of my head, I agreed, and he smiled with satisfaction.

***

"Arena Master, the match starts in an hour... shouldn't you start preparing..."

"Hmm... is it that time already?"

"Yes."

"....How is the management of the beasts we brought in? How is that progressing?"

"As you instructed, we've been starving them for three days to maintain their ferocity. Now they bare their teeth and howl if anyone even approaches them."

"..And you're certain no one has given them any mana stones or food? Not a single person?"

"Yes, we have cameras everywhere... and all consumables are meticulously recorded in the ledger, so that possibility is virtually nonexistent."

"....."

"The last time I checked, there were still no issues."

"...And the preparations to kill that guy?"

"We've prepared that as well, as you instructed, but..."

"..But?"

"I'm worried about being caught by the guests. Lately, there's been an increasing trend of customers raising issues about fairness, especially after losing all their money..."

"Is that all? You don't need to worry about that."

"B-But if this gets discovered, we won't have any customers coming to our facility in the future...!"

CRASH!

The glass on the table shattered into several pieces with a crackling sound.

"...Is it our fault that those fools bet money on criminal scum? Do we need to consider such things?"

"....."

"Besides, we just need to make sure we don't get caught. Don't get caught...!!"

"...I apologize."

"..If you follow the method I taught you, there's no way we'll be caught. Proceed with the plan as discussed... now go. I'll prepare shortly."

"..Yes."

After that, an hour quickly passed.
Finally, the time for the arena match was approaching.

Ch.289 - Right Before The Match
To be honest, at first I felt more worried than accomplished.

You know what they say, right? Too much can be worse than too little.

I'm not sure how this will sound, but recently I've been learning too many things too quickly.

From Dragon Language to knowledge about spirits. And now here I am, trying to cram even more new knowledge into my head.

I'm sure there would be no shortage of people ready to scold me if they saw me now.

After all, nothing is more poisonous to a user than a weapon they can't properly use in real combat.

Rather than recklessly wielding unfamiliar weapons and dying without anyone knowing, it would be far more helpful to thoroughly hone the weapons you can already use and survive.

At least on the battlefield. Only the survivors can claim victory.

The battlefield has more use for a soldier who can defeat multiple enemies with a mere dagger than one who can barely control themselves while wielding a magic sword.

And when it comes to swinging a sword until I collapse from exhaustion, I definitely belong to the latter category.

*Especially that person would have scolded me, saying how dare I try to learn new things when I can't even properly use the sword technique they taught me.*

Nine Moonlit Swords, just as the name suggests, nine swords under the moon. The first sword technique I learned and one I still use effectively to this day.

And also what recently rekindled my determination to become stronger.

*Back then I was just recklessly pushing my body, so I didn't realize it, but now that I think about it... this is really difficult to handle.*

From the beginning, the Nine Moonlit Swords was designed to kill opponents in a single strike. No other sword technique could match its lethality, but it also had the drawback of not caring for the user's body.

Not trading flesh for bone, but trading bone for head. That's the essence of the absurdly reckless Nine Moonlit Swords technique.

Of course, normally I would have just ignored such drawbacks and used it anyway, but...

*...That old man and those two guys said there are still five more like them left.*

Now the situation is different. It's about time I graduate from passing out during fights.

That's why I needed to learn something else and strengthen myself beyond my current level.

*I'm not exactly weak right now... or am I?*

Dragon Language magic is useful, but with my current body, it's so inefficient that using it once drains all my stamina, so I can't use it unless it's a truly desperate situation. And while spirits are powerful, I still haven't figured out how to properly use them.

In the end, all I can rely on is my body that can keep fighting and my reckless sword technique...

*My opponents aren't fools, and anyone would die if their neck gets cut... what am I thinking?*

If the opponents I've faced until now had been just a little stronger, or if they had used sharp weapons like swords...

"...Haah."

"What's with the sigh? Is there something you don't like?"

"...No, not particularly."

"Bullshit, your expression is screaming 'I don't like something!'"

"....."

"Stop moping and come sit cross-legged. We don't have much time."

"...Yes."

...The past is the past anyway. Even if it was luck, I can't deny that I'm the one who survived those fights.

If I've found my problem, I just need to fix it from now on.

And now, an opportunity to address the root of that problem has presented itself.

"...Do I just need to sit?"

"No, sit with your back to me."

"....."

"You can do whatever else you want, but make sure to keep your waist and stomach straight, or you might die in the middle of this."

That last part was a bit chilling, but I managed to shake off the anxiety and followed his instructions, sitting cross-legged properly.

He then placed his hands on my back.

"Hey, relax."

"...You're the one who just scared me by saying I might die, and now you're telling me to relax?"

"What, you got scared just because I said you might die? Still a kid... geez."

"....."

"I wonder why the Duke sent such a brat to me... sigh."

"....."

"Hey, stay still! Even a slight movement could twist all the energy channels in your body!"

"But you didn't even explain what energy channels are, so how am I supposed to...?!"

"Whatever, just stay completely still from now on, I'm starting."

"...What? At least tell me when you're going to—"

Woooong.
As soon as he finished speaking, a cold energy brushed past my heart.

***

The concepts of qi and mana are fundamentally different.

Unlike mana, which everyone possesses, those who can handle qi are predetermined from the beginning.

Unlike mana, which everyone can use to some extent even if clumsily, those who can handle qi are innately determined.

The reason is none other than the meridians.

Just as mages operate mana through circles, those who utilize qi all use their entire body, or what is commonly called qi-blood, to operate qi.

However, as mentioned, this world is filled with mana. In this world where even parents are heavily influenced by mana, the birth of a body that can withstand energy other than mana is an extremely rare occurrence.

In this world where qi is extremely scarce compared to mana, there aren't many bodies that can withstand qi.

This simple yet clear fact was enough to break the future of almost all qi practitioners, and people began to consider one possibility:

Perhaps their tradition might end with them. That after them, there might be no more qi practitioners.

*Well, now that I've found this guy, I've done my part.*

"....!!"

"Bear with it. I can't hear whatever sounds you're making, so feel free to scream as much as you want."

"...!!!"

...Though there's no need to drool like that.

He looked at the boy who was convulsing under his touch.

Such dark, dark eyes and hair. Despite his young age, he had quite developed muscles and bones.

A face that strangers might believe belonged to some noble's son from the frontier, yet his body bore so many scars.

Thinking about it again, taking this kid as a disciple didn't seem like a bad idea at all.

Having many scars on the body meant having a lot of fighting experience. And from what he had seen before, the boy didn't seem like someone who would get beaten to death easily.

*This guy should be able to continue the lineage to some extent, or maybe he could find someone else to pass this power to.*

He slightly raised his head to check the amount of sunlight coming through the stone walls.

A cold stone prison with no windows or clocks. It was the only element by which he could gauge time in this empty place.

*Looks like... the match will start soon.*

Well, I'll win anyway... so I'll finish the rest when I get back. I don't think I can complete this by then anyway.

It might seem arrogant to others, but he actually had the power to back it up.

In all the matches that had taken place so far, he had never once been pushed into a defensive position.

He had every reason to be confident, every reason to be arrogant.

As they say, only those who have experienced defeat know humility, and he had not been defeated once since coming here.

The right of the victor, arrogance. He believed without a doubt that he would win this time too.

Although it seemed like they had been scheduling unusually tough matches for him lately, he still thought the result would be the same as always.

*I heard there would be more people today, but... it's probably just one or two more.*

"....!!"

"Ah, really... move a little less. The less you move, the easier it is for me."

"...!!!"

"Look at those eyes. This bastard... well, well, seems like you still have the spirit to get angry?"

Impressive.

As soon as he finished speaking, he began to increase the amount of his energy that he had been flowing through his hands.

And accordingly, the black-haired boy's body also jumped up. Like a mullet just caught from the river, flopping around.

"You shouldn't have any energy left. Do you know how difficult and significant this process is?"

"....!!!"

"I need to kill off about half of you for it to be effective... well, what can we do?"

"....!!"

"Just endure a little longer. If you can endure this, you'll become stronger on your own."

...Normally, this shouldn't be rushed like this, but... well. Time is short, and there shouldn't be any problems doing it this way.

For now, I'll focus on putting in all the energy, and I can help with the rest after the match is over.

"See you when you open your eyes?"

"....!!"

He smiled brightly.

Ch.290 - Young One
"Ugh... nngh..."

I regained consciousness about an hour after passing out.

Cold stone floor. Damp air.
A place that couldn't possibly be considered habitable by any standard.

Of course, there was no clock, so I couldn't tell the exact time... but I had my status window.

The status window, which prominently displayed "EMERGENCY," was surprisingly informative compared to how unhelpful it had been until now.

Up until now, the only useful thing about it was that I could see my current status.

≪User's discomfort and irritation levels are rising rapidly. Rest is recommended.≫

"....."

To think this pathetic thing was a gift from god.
If there hadn't been people around, I might have screamed at the top of my lungs.

If this was all they were going to give me, they shouldn't have given me anything at all.
Did they really think this would make up for what they did to me?

People say there's no use regretting what's already happened, but if I didn't at least do this much, I didn't think I could calm down.

Honestly, I wanted to go outside right now and scream with all my might.

"...And then I'd be arrested for blasphemy, fuck."

But if nothing else, that's how it would have to be in this empire.

The church wouldn't let it slide if I cursed the goddess they served.
With enough influence to be designated as the empire's state religion, they probably feared nothing.

Not knowing how incompetent their god actually was... I couldn't help but sigh.

"What blasphemy are you talking about?"

"....?!"

"My goodness, you have no manners at all."

Startled by the sudden voice, I quickly swung my hand.

My hand, which I had thrust out intending to knock someone unconscious, was effortlessly deflected by his hand, which resulted in my head being violently shaken.

BANG.

No joke, it sounded like my head had hit solid steel.

My head spun round and round.
Stars danced before my eyes.

"How dare you... try to lay hands on your heavenly teacher?"

"Ugh... hnngh..."

"I don't usually say this, but... I think I need to with you. What kind of privileged life have you been living to be so rude..."

After casually smashing my head against the wall, he plopped down on top of me while I was still disoriented, muttering incomprehensibly.

In that position, he ruffled my hair and began lecturing me.
Getting lectured by a criminal... I didn't know what crime he had committed, but it felt strange.

I wasn't sure what crime he had committed... but if he ended up in the Arena, it couldn't have been a minor offense.

At minimum, a crime against a noble family with a name.
Perhaps he was a famous serial killer or a member of a violent organization.

For a crime that would land someone in the Arena, where criminals could only leave as corpses, these were the only possibilities I could think of.

In reality, insulting nobility was indeed a serious crime here.
It wasn't for nothing that commoners would prostrate themselves in terror at the mere sight of passing carriages.

Their movements were more about focusing all their attention to avoid doing anything that might irritate the nobles or their families.

If they actually made a mistake, they would have to be prepared to die on the spot, bowing their heads, just to have a chance of surviving an offense against nobility.

Life means death, death means life.
Looking at it, they always seemed to be walking a tightrope between life and death.

Not as bad as my previous life... but having your life hanging by someone else's finger wasn't much different.

Somehow, I felt a heavier weight on my back.
It definitely wasn't this heavy just a moment ago...

I painfully lifted my still-dizzy head to look up.

The rough, cold feeling of the stone floor transmitted vividly through my cheek.

"So these days, young punks... What? Why are you looking at me like that?"

"...It's nothing, sir."

"...That's not a 'nothing' expression. Well... I might be a bit heavy, but is that face really necessary?!"

"Gack..!!"

His body briefly lifted before slamming down on me again.
Apparently, he thought he was light... but honestly, he absolutely wasn't.

Rather, I wondered how he had fought so well with this body, given how heavy he was.

...Well, now that I saw him up close, he didn't have much muscle.
The more I thought about it, the more curious I became about how he moved so quickly.

"You... dramatic little..."

"...Does this really look like I'm being dramatic to you?"

"Anyway, I've done everything I can for you."

"....?"

What's this about all of a sudden...?
The sharp words that were about to escape got stuck in my throat.

His voice had noticeably lowered, making me wonder if he was the same person who had been tormenting me until just now.

...Or maybe he felt somewhat relieved.
Whatever it was, at least he didn't look upset.

I wasn't sure what made him feel relieved... but that's how it seemed to me.

"What's with that confused look... I'm telling you that seizure you had earlier from the pain is over now."

"...Oh."

"What, did you forget? I've heard that sometimes happens when the pain is too severe..."

"No... no, that's not it. But... is this really the end of it?"

"What, did you think we'd perform some grand ceremony?"

"...No, not exactly."

"If you were dreaming of that, I would have smashed your head against the wall one more time. What's so sacred about this that it needs a ceremony..."

"....."

To be honest, I thought there would be at least some established procedure, if not a grand ceremony.

This was about passing down martial arts...
Shouldn't there be at least some solemn atmosphere?

As these thoughts crossed my mind, I stood up and clenched my fist.

A small fist, even to my own perception.
Though covered in wounds, it was hardly what anyone would call threatening.

"....?"

"What are you doing? If you've come to your senses, hurry up and leave."

"...Have I gotten stronger from this?"

"...What?"

As expected, he flashed his eyes at me with an openly confrontational attitude.

But I clearly conveyed what I wanted to say without being intimidated by his demeanor.
...Of course, I spoke carefully since I didn't want to die.

No joke, when he was truly angry, I felt like even I wouldn't survive, so I had no choice.

Better to cower than to die.
No matter what, I didn't want to end my current life in prison.

Especially now that I knew those guys were closer than I thought.

'The imperial family and the church will soon recognize their identity and become hostile, so I don't need to worry about power...'

But not me.
I could never be safe.

'From the beginning, I was their target, so I can't be safe.'

In this situation, where they could come from anywhere at any time, I couldn't just hang around with weapons I couldn't properly handle yet.

It might even harm the people around me...
That's why I was so desperate to become stronger immediately, regardless of what others might think.

"Um... have I really gotten stronger?"

"What... I teach you and now you doubt me?"

"No... it's just that there doesn't seem to be any dramatic change in my body... and my mana doesn't seem to have increased much either..."

"Why are you bringing up mana?! What I taught you is ki, which has nothing to do with mana!!!"

I was just saying there was no change in my body, but his reaction was so dramatic...

Does he have some bad memories related to mana?
Otherwise, he wouldn't react like that...

Suspicion began to well up inside me, but now wasn't the time to question it.

This person seemed genuinely angry.

"No, that's not what I meant... I just don't see any noticeable changes, so how can I tell I've gotten stronger..."

"...Sigh, why worry about something you'll figure out when the time comes? Besides, you're like a novice among novices just starting out in magic, to use an analogy."

"....."

"If it were that easy, everyone and their dog would be using this. Why would people keep using magic?"

"...But."

"Enough, I don't have time right now... come back here in ten minutes."

"W-what?"

"I have a match, remember? No time~ If you don't want to get caught, leave quickly."

"...But at least tell me how to use it..."

"I'll tell you when you come back, now go."

"....."

Grinding my teeth, I had no choice but to leave.

He was right about the time constraint.
I couldn't just sit here for the remaining time.

At least I hadn't come away empty-handed... I supposed I should be satisfied with that for now.

"What are you doing? I said there's no time. Hurry up and get out of here. I can hear the guards coming."

"...Yes."

Of course, the annoyance remained unchanged.
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The heavy sound of the guards' military boots echoed through the stone crevices.

The footsteps grew closer.
They were probably coming to take him away early for the upcoming match.

If there was any resistance during prisoner transport, the match would naturally be delayed.

Moreover, this man was on a completely different level of strength compared to normal people.
His resistance would undoubtedly be fierce, so taking him early made perfect sense.

A reasonable decision, but extremely inconvenient for me right now.

Unfortunately, I still hadn't managed to get out of this prison.

Whatever the reason, my presence as an outsider inside this prison was definitely not something that could be easily overlooked.

A prison surrounded by solid stone walls on all sides.
There was only one entrance large enough for a human to pass through, and it was thoroughly guarded.

This wasn't even an ordinary prison, but a special facility built for exceptional inmates.

I had somehow infiltrated a place that should have been impossible to enter through normal means...

*Even with the backing of the Imperial family or Duke Charlotte, this would still be difficult.*

No matter what I did, being labeled as suspicious was unavoidable.

Even though this was Charlotte family territory and I possessed his letter of recommendation, matters concerning the territory and its sources of income were an entirely different issue...

Even Duke Charlotte, who strictly separated public and private matters, probably wouldn't take my side this time.

Anything else might have been different, but from their perspective, I couldn't help but look suspicious.

*And of all days, I had to enter a competitor's room on the day of the match... great.*

I might even be framed for match-fixing.
From what I'd briefly heard, today's match had enormous stakes—more than enough to tempt someone into cheating.

To others, I might look like someone who had broken into a participant's room to tamper with the match.

Thump, thump.
Thump, thump, thump.

The sound of boot heels continued without pause.

They were approaching quickly, likely to arrive sooner than expected.

"Oh, I think they're coming."

"Is that really something to say so casually?!"

While I was burning with anxiety...
I couldn't afford to waste any more of my already limited time getting caught here.

I needed to leave this place quickly...

*Why is this thing not working now of all times?*

I'd been trying everything for a while now, but the status window refused to appear.

It had worked fine when I used the portal earlier...
It didn't seem like I was unable to operate magical tools from a distance either.

In this already tense situation, the only means of escape was malfunctioning... great.

*This is fucking ridiculous.*

"Hey, aren't you leaving soon? I'm telling you, you really need to get out of here."

"I'm about to lose my mind too, so could you please be quiet?"

"What? You can't leave?"

"..."

Taking my silence as confirmation, he ran his hand through his hair once before approaching me.

Despite being thoroughly disheveled just moments ago, his hair still stood up stiffly as if gelled.

My gaze fixed briefly on his hair.

*His hair is already a complete mess, why bother messing it up more? It doesn't even make a difference.*

"Hey."

"Yes?"

"This is the second time."

"What? The second time for what...?"

"What else?"

And at that moment, just as my gaze shifted from his hair to his face.

My body was pushed somewhere.
Or rather, thrown would be more accurate.

My body was completely suspended in the air.

"That means you owe me two debts now."

Whoooosh.
My body continued to float through the air.

Only his voice lingered in my ears.

*Wait, where are you sending me this time?!*

***

"Ah! Auntie Henny, you look in a good mood today!"

"Hmm? Oh, isn't it Tony? Are you shopping for your mother again today?"

"Hehehe... Yes, goodbye! I'll come see you again later!"

Meanwhile, at the same time Jenison was desperately trying to escape from the arena.

The town's atmosphere was unusually festive.
Children, adults, women, men—everyone without exception.

Even the drunken old man who would normally be scowling and spitting on the street while complaining about his life was wearing a broad smile today.

The street merchants wore similar expressions, without a single exception.

Nothing but smiles—happy smiles.
Smiles that blended joy and anticipation.

Of course, there hadn't been any major changes in their daily lives to cause such a shift in expression, but today was certainly worth the change in mood.

"So... how much capital did you prepare?"

"Hahaha, do you take me for an amateur? I brought every penny I could get my hands on! If I lose this money, my family will end up on the streets!"

"My goodness... aren't you worried? I usually get anxious carrying around that much money..."

"I am worried... but what can I do? These bastards only accept cash."

Thrill—one of the means that gives humans pleasure.

Too much of it can cause fear, but it had become a means of providing pleasure, excitement, and exhilaration to humans.

The system that best utilized this method was gambling.
Especially gambling where the outcome is determined solely by luck, not by one's own abilities.

People live and die, kill and save lives over something as simple as the roll of a dice.

People shout like they're possessed by madness over a single brutish fight.

The reason gambling thrives is simple.
If you win, you make money, and you can always try again.

Everyone knew it was illegal, but in reality, the gambling system had long since spread throughout the Empire.

The origin of the arena began with those who first devised this system and turned it into a tourist attraction.

People who were going to die anyway, people of the worst quality.
There weren't many who would oppose using such people to create entertainment.

Above all, for commoners who struggled to maintain their daily livelihood, the matches held in the arena sometimes offered a chance to change their lives, so people actually looked forward to when the games would be held.

Everyone knew gambling was bad...
But there were people around them who had benefited from it.

"If they can do it, why can't I?"
This thought had taken root in people's minds.

Moreover, this was officially sanctioned by the Empire—a form of entertainment that nobles and commoners alike could enjoy.

When you could enjoy yourself and possibly earn money if you were lucky, not many commoners would refuse.

Or even if there had been some, they hardly existed anymore.
Even those who initially rejected and shunned gambling had now become prisoners to it.

Among them were those who claimed their mouths would grow thorns if they didn't gamble at least once a day, and who resorted to loan sharks or pickpocketing.

"Shouldn't you at least set aside some living expenses? Even though the winner of this match seems obvious..."

"Ah... your concern is touching, you'd be such a good friend if not for that worry..."

"I'm not saying this for my own sake... My circumstances are quite tight these days too, so I really can't help you anymore even if I wanted to."

"Alright, alright, I got it. Hearing the same concern twice is going to give me calluses on my ears..."

"Stop talking nonsense... hurry up and set some money aside, and don't forget and spend it all later."

"Ugh, fine. I don't want to get nagged by my wife either... huh?"

"What's wrong? You're not joking about losing your money, are you?"

"..."

"Is it true?"

"Damn it, where did my money go?!"

"Kukukuku...!!"

The boy called Tony belonged to that category.
People who claimed their mouths would grow thorns if they didn't gamble for even a day.

Despite his young age, he had developed a taste for gambling and had turned to pickpocketing to recover his dwindling capital.

Thanks to his considerable dexterity and talent, he had grown to the point where he could earn quite a decent income from pickpocketing alone.

Of course, without ever being caught or having his identity revealed.

"Hehehe... with this much, I could make good money just betting on the favorite..."

"Ah... where... again...?!"

"If I just get a suitable mask... I can go to the arena like I always do...?"

"Huh? Hey... is that down there...?!"

CRASH BANG BOOM!!!

Just as he was counting his earnings and thinking about today's profits, a black-haired boy suddenly fell from the sky and landed right on top of him.

"ARGHHHH?!!"

"Ah... sorry."

It was a half-hearted apology for crushing someone.
As if... he felt wronged about something himself?

It was absurd.
To have such an attitude after landing on someone.

*This... is... insane...!*

Even as he was losing consciousness, Tony cursed him.
Vowing that if this incident prevented him from entering the arena, he wouldn't let it slide.

"Um... hey, are you conscious...?!"

"My... money... money...?"

"Money? Are you... asking for compensation? No... we need to get you to a hospital first...!!"

The child was a gambling addict to the bone.
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"...How long am I going to keep floating like this?"

The words tumbled out of my mouth without thinking.

Really, without any warning.
And there was no hidden meaning behind them—just stating the obvious.

This place was the sky, wide open with birds chirping all around.

In the blink of an eye, I had escaped that small stone prison,
and now I was somehow looking down at the entire village, which had grown incredibly bright.

"...I admit I was able to escape thanks to this, but just aimlessly floating around like this..."

Isn't it completely useless?
Maybe I should have stayed put and thought of a proper escape plan...

Just as my head started filling with thoughts that I might have been too hasty in escaping, the status window turned bright red as usual, signaling the urgency of the situation. I began trying various methods to break free from this absurd phenomenon.

I couldn't just keep being dragged along without knowing where I was going.

Well, to be honest, part of me wouldn't have minded drifting aimlessly, but right now that simply wasn't an option.

If my preparations were insufficient and I failed the quest,
the Academy would be attacked, just as the status window showed.

*Though with the Headmaster there at the Academy, I doubt they'd fall so easily... but still...*

I couldn't help feeling anxious.

The status window never lied.
Even if it wasn't entirely reliable, it was still one of the gifts from the god.

It felt rather cheap and useless for a divine gift, but at least the information and quests it provided were worthy of being called gifts from the god.

In fact, the information had never once been wrong, and completing difficult quests always resulted in appropriate rewards...

Having experienced its performance firsthand, it was harder for me to dismiss it all as trickery and fraud.

*And... the status window said the Academy would be [attacked] if I failed this quest...*

That meant the attack on the Academy was certain.

It also meant that somehow, the Academy's defenses would be breached.

People don't usually call it an "attack" when an assault fails.
The word "attack" is only used when a sudden strike succeeds.

*I don't know what could possibly break through a 9th Circle magician's defenses and cause damage...*

But since it said there would be an attack...
Some reclusive master from the borderlands must be behind it, I guess.

Or maybe a dragon hiding somewhere would appear and turn the entire empire into a sea of flames.

If a 9th Circle Archmage were to prepare defenses in earnest, it would take at least that much to make it worthwhile, so it wasn't an entirely impossible scenario.

Moreover, the Imperial family and other noble houses wouldn't just sit idle after hearing the Academy was under attack... so reinforcements would have to be considered as well.

That meant whoever or whatever group was planning the attack would need enough power to overcome both the Headmaster and the reinforcements from other houses...

*No matter how I think about it, only a dragon seems capable of something like this?*

If someone powerful enough to do this existed, their name would surely be known... and even if those strange beings attacked, they couldn't possibly defeat the Headmaster individually.

They couldn't even defeat me, so how could they...
Despite her usually calm demeanor that didn't draw much attention, the Headmaster was undoubtedly powerful.

Someone of her strength would be rare even if you searched the entire world.

Unless it was someone on the level of the Great Sage connected to the Iris family, or Isabella's master, it would be nearly impossible to match her power.

There were so many rumors about her strength that,
although I couldn't know exactly how powerful she was...

Even if just one of those widely circulated rumors was true, they were all so outrageous that they gave a rough idea of her capabilities.

She could single-handedly face off against an entire nation.
All the magicians of the Magic Tower combined wouldn't be a match for her alone.
She was actually a polymorphed dragon living among humans, and so on.

Her magical abilities were so shocking to all magicians that even her species was questioned.

And yet, despite her standing firm, an attack so formidable that even she couldn't completely block it was coming in just thirty hours?

When even a whole month of defensive preparations wouldn't be enough?

"...This looks completely hopeless."

Saying it out loud made me realize just how dire the situation really was.

Did I lose my sense of time while in prison...?
No, even then I was clearly aware of how serious the situation was...

Somehow, my head kept aching.

"...Sigh, what am I supposed to do about this..."

This is such a headache...
I've come too far to just ignore it.

Besides, if I just ignored it, the people around me might get caught up in it too.

I wanted to resolve it somehow if possible,
but I didn't know if this was something I could handle on my own.

Until now, things had been difficult but seemed somewhat possible with my abilities, but this time the path forward seemed completely blocked.

I had no information about the attackers,
or what exactly they were targeting.

Not even how strong they were.

In this situation, there wasn't much I could do.

The only thing I could do now was to become stronger so I could respond appropriately whenever the time came.

Come to think of it, the reason I sought him out in the first place was because I wanted to become much stronger than I was.

*...From the beginning until now, there haven't been any other options anyway... geez.*

By the way, I really wish I could get down now.

The open view is nice and all,
but as I just said, I don't have much time left.

I need to go down right now and get used to my newly acquired power, not float around all day like this.

"But seriously, how am I supposed to get down from here...?"

This didn't feel like ordinary floating—there wasn't even a hint of wind, suggesting this wasn't happening by any normal means...

How did that man push me like this?
As far as I know, even most magic couldn't do something like this...

Most magic can't be maintained unless the caster is nearby.

Even with telekinesis magic, such precise control would only be possible if the target was visible.

Besides, that person didn't seem particularly skilled in magic...
I shook my head at the scene that became more incomprehensible the more I thought about it.

"...It feels like I'm trapped in a soap bubble, but I can't sense anything around me... how am I supposed to...?!"

Pop—

"...Pop?"

At that moment, with an unsettling sound, I felt whatever had been supporting my body disappear.

A chill ran down my spine as goosebumps spread across my skin.

I wasn't sure exactly how high I was, but it was high enough to see everything around me.

If I were to fall from here, with nothing to protect me?

I don't know why such a thought crossed my mind, but at that moment, I think I predicted it.

That the force keeping me suspended in the air... was about to run out.

"...Hey, at the very least, you could drop me when I'm closer to the ground...!!"

Whoooosh.
I couldn't say anything more.

Before I could continue, my body was already plummeting downward.

With air from dozens of meters above rushing into my open mouth, it was impossible to speak properly.

Whoooooooosh.
A sharp sound of air cutting past my ears.

It was the sound of my falling body slicing through the wind.

I tried spreading my arms like a flying squirrel, but my falling speed didn't decrease at all, and I found myself having to brace for impact with no way out.

And with no protective gear—just my bare body.
I had just been taking the Academy's evaluation, so I wasn't wearing anything cumbersome.

"Slow down (Ve más Despacio)...!!"

But that didn't mean I was going to fall to my death without a fight.

Dragon Language.
One of the things I had obtained from Ibedia.

It would surely take a heavy toll later,
but I couldn't just fall to my death without resistance.

At the very least, I needed to survive...!

*...What the hell, that guy... again? Why is he counting money in a place like that...!!*

As if I didn't have enough problems...
Looks like I need to change course again.

To prevent an innocent casualty, I twisted my body with all my might to avoid crashing into the boy counting money below me.

CRASH!!!
Instead, my head plunged straight into a pile of garbage.

"Son... of... a..."

"Hii-hiik! A... a person?!"

Just as you'd expect from the back alley of an inn...
The garbage stench was absolutely terrible.
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"So, you're saying you just happened to be flying through the sky and just happened to land in this narrow alley where I just happened to be?"

"Yes."

"You're lying, aren't you?"

"....."

Of course it's a lie.
Who would believe such a ridiculous story?

Among all the other issues, how could I not even know where I flew in from?

The boy's wariness seemed to intensify in response to my obvious attempt to conceal my identity.

But there wasn't much I could do about that.

If someone suddenly fell from the sky and then tried to hide who they were, I'd be suspicious too.

For all he knows, I might look like a burglar trying to break into his home.

Even though I'm wearing an Academy uniform, there's no way people in this remote area would recognize what it looks like.

*I'm not good at making excuses, but I can't exactly tell him the truth either...*

"...You're not going to answer?"

"....."

"Fine then! I'll just ask the security guards!"

That won't do him any good either.
Unless they're Arena guards, the local security wouldn't have been able to see me coming through the portal.

No matter how sensitive their senses or mana organs might be, there are limits to what they can detect.

The distance between where I am now and the Arena is at least several hundred meters—far beyond the sensory range of an ordinary human.

Besides, the one who sent me flying possessed power that defied normal understanding.

There was nothing a mere security guard could detect or guard against.

*Even if they had slightly better intuition than average people, they still couldn't detect something from this distance...*

Moreover, someone with that level of ability wouldn't be working as a mere security guard in such a remote place.

Even without ambition, that would be a waste of talent and manpower.

What good would come from rotting away in a place like this?
Anyone with moderate skills would have left for the capital long ago.

While it's not impossible to choose such a life, no one with normal desires would ever do so.

*I could understand if they were protecting their hometown or if someone precious to them was here.*

"...Do as you please, I'm leaving now."

"W-w-wait! Where are you going?!"

"...? Obviously, I'm going about my business."

I don't have much time left as it is.
I had absolutely no desire to waste my time being held up by some kid I didn't know.

Even if he called the security guards, I could just show my student ID and they'd back off.

Even if they didn't know what an Academy uniform looked like, everyone—even three-year-olds—knew about the Academy itself.

No matter who they were, local security guards couldn't interfere with an Academy student who had entered the territory through proper channels.

Besides, I hadn't committed any crime here.

There was nothing for me to worry about, at least for now.

"I-I'm really going to call the guards! The lord here is really strict and won't let you off just because you're young!"

...What's with this kid?
Why does he care if I stay or go?

No matter how convincing his threats might sound, there was almost no chance they could actually detain me.

I couldn't tell if this was just the panic of a child whose prank had gone wrong, or if he was deliberately trying to delay me.

It was becoming increasingly confusing.

"Get out of my way. I don't have time to play with you right now."

"N-no, I'll rep-report..."

"If you're going to report me, then hurry up and do it. Not that they'll have any reason to arrest me."

The kid's expression hardened as he heard the confidence in my voice.

...Could it be?
Did he actually want me to get arrested?

...Why?
We were definitely strangers to each other.

I could feel my own expression souring in response.

"Th-this is bad, if you leave now, the money..."

"...What?"

"N-nothing at all!"

"....."

"B-besides, if you're not from around here, why..."

His attempt to change the subject was rather cute, but unfortunately, my sensitive ears had already perfectly caught what he'd said earlier.

We were standing so close together...
There was no way I wouldn't hear him, no matter how quietly he spoke.

An ordinary person might have dismissed it as mere muttering, but then again, I'm not exactly ordinary.

No matter how faint the sound, my heightened senses would catch it without fail.

Just like right now.

*So he's been acting friendly because he wants to steal my money?*

It's true that I've saved up quite a bit of money...
But it was too valuable to waste on a child trying to steal from others without any effort.

Besides, giving money to a kid like this wouldn't lead to anything constructive...

≪The probability that the person before you is a thief is 97.8%.≫

"....."

Well, that confirms it.
Never shows up when I need it, but now it does.

Thanks to that, I could decide what to do, though it left me feeling somewhat annoyed.

*I don't need to hit him, but I don't need to listen to him either.*

"If we're done talking, I'll be on my—"

"W-wait, hey! Y-you're a magician, right?!"

"...What?"

I was about to leave, thoroughly irritated, but unfortunately, he grabbed my sleeve faster than I could move.

Clutching my sleeve tightly, he clung to me desperately, as if this was his last chance.

And he was babbling something incomprehensible about magicians.

"...What are you suddenly talking about? Magician?"

"Uh, um, a-aren't you? Lately, many magicians have been coming to the territory, so I thought..."

"...Many magicians are coming? Why?"

"I-I don't know! I heard the Arena has been directly recruiting various magicians..."

*The Arena is recruiting magicians? Not priests?*

This was strange indeed.

At the Arena, which was practically a battlefield with blood splattering everywhere, they were gathering magicians instead of priests who could heal the injured?

And today of all days, when there's an important match?
It seemed too large-scale to be just for match-fixing...

I was starting to get a bad feeling about this.

"...But why does that lead to the conclusion that I'm a magician?"

"W-well, you said you were flying, right? And you fell from the sky earlier with a thud."

"...That's true."

"What else could you be if not a magician?"

"....."

...He had a point there.
Maybe I should just go along with being a magician?

Besides, it's not like I couldn't use magic at all.

While I might not fool an Academy student like myself, my current level should be more than enough to deceive a kid like him.

As long as it's not just lighting a match...well, it's still magic anyway.
I felt like I could easily trick someone like him just by creating a small fireball in my palm.

Innocent...would that be the right word?
Well, I'm not sure if that applies to someone trying to steal money from others...

But to think I'm a high-level magician just because I fell from the sky—that's innocent enough.

At least when it comes to magic, he was incredibly naive.

Even if that innocence came from ignorance, it was still innocence nonetheless.

*And I'll be leaving this place soon anyway, so it's unlikely I'll run into him near the Academy.*

"Hey...? I mean, Mr. Magician?"

"...Yes, you're right. I am a magician. But what of it?"

With those words, I created a small fireball above my hand and showed it to him.

The wariness that had been in his eyes until just moments ago melted away like snow as soon as he saw the fireball I created.

No, let me correct myself.
Rather, his eyes filled with goodwill.

*There's some curiosity mixed in, but it's definitely goodwill...?*

...But why?
Everything that had happened so far was completely baffling.

"M-m-magic, you really are a magician!"

"....."

"W-wow!! A real magician! C-can I touch it...? Ow, h-hot!"

...I really don't understand why he's acting like this.
What's the big deal about being a magician?

Even if this is a remote area, it's impossible that no magician has ever visited before.

*Surely a magician must have come at least once, whether as an escort for visiting nobles or something else...? Why is he so excited?*

He was acting like someone who had never seen magic in his entire life.

The boy was finally giggling in a way appropriate for his age.

"...Are we done here? I really need to get going."

"W-wait, where are you rushing off to?!"

"...Haven't I been saying this all along? I'm pressed for time right now."

My irritation must have shown through, as the boy spoke again with a noticeably more subdued voice.

"N-no, I was wondering if I could, um, guide you somewhere..."

"...Guide me?"

"Y-yes!! I'm a local here!! Plus, I know some shortcuts that others wouldn't know..."

"....."

...A guide, huh.

That might actually be helpful.
Especially since I don't have much time.

*Come to think of it, this kid was after my money from the beginning, right? In that case...*

"Hey, kid."

"Y-yes?!"

"I'll pay you."

"....What?"

"I said I'll pay you, so..."

Guide me through the shortest route you know.

Ch.294 - Information
Money can solve everything.
Not many people agree with this statement.

There are so many things in this world that money can't buy, and there's no guarantee that having a lot of money means you'll have all those things.

You know, it's a common scene in dramas and comics.
The villain tries to tempt the protagonist with money, and the protagonist usually responds:

"Money can't buy everything in this world...!!"

When I heard that line in a drama I used to watch, for the first time, I couldn't help but think how foolish the protagonist was.

Of course, money isn't the solution to everything...
But it is the material existence that provides most solutions.

It may not lead directly to happiness, but it's certainly a shortcut to happiness. I couldn't understand why they would refuse it.

Wasn't that too unrealistic, even for a drama?
That was my assessment of that line as I was learning about society.

"Now, if you come this way, there's a place where not many people pass by..."

"Is it about money...?"

"Pardon?"

"...Never mind, please continue guiding me."

My thoughts on this haven't changed.

Paying people to do your bidding.
In other words, finding people who will follow my orders for money.

It was already proven in employment relationships that if you have enough money, you can temporarily buy people.

Just look at now.
The guy who was threatening to report me earlier is now following me so obediently.

Of course, it helped that he was after my money from the beginning, but even if it had been someone else, I was confident I could persuade them.

As I said, most people here were on the poorer side.

Although wealthy people frequently came and went here,
they weren't likely to be generous to the poor.

Of all people, those who gamble while watching others die wouldn't have such compassionate hearts.

Besides, most of them would be nobles, and
unfortunately, it was hard to find nobles in this world who weren't consumed by a sense of superiority.

And a seemingly useless child like this one...

"And this inn also has an owner with quite extensive connections... Hey?"

"...Hmm?"

"You asked me to guide you, so why are you spacing out there...? Do you not need my guidance anymore?"

"...No, it's nothing. Let's continue."

No matter how many problems money can't solve, for people who worry about their next meal, money truly is everything.

I fingered the few silver coins in my pocket and walked forward again.

"...By the way, can I ask you something?"

"...Do as you please, though I can't answer too many questions."

"Why are you asking me to guide you to such places?"

"....."

The boy who had somehow approached me started acting friendly as if I were some neighborhood big brother.

I didn't particularly dislike his attitude,
so unlike before, I engaged in conversation with him a few times.

Since he was after my money from the beginning, there was certainly something a bit suspicious about him... but well, he was definitely on my side now.

Even if money was the reason,
there was absolutely no need to keep my guard up.

Rather, if money is the reason, it's more convenient.
The clearer his desires, the easier it is for me to fulfill them.

Since the money is still in my possession, I don't have to worry about him deceiving me either.

"...But where exactly have you been guiding me all this time?"

...Where has this kid been leading me all this time?

What I wanted was clearly...
a place where information gathered most efficiently in this area, and somewhere no one else would visit...?

*Well, I guess the inn makes sense... many people come and go there... but what about that place just now...?*

It didn't look like a place where no one would come...

I looked around the interior of the inn we had entered.

The interior looked more like a vintage bar than an inn of this era.

In places like this, there were usually many people who came alone to get drunk, so it made sense that a lot of information would gather here.

People can't even recognize their family when drunk.
Compared to that, revealing a secret or two is nothing.

The boy looked at me strangely as I continued to survey the surroundings, then scurried over to the counter and spoke to an old man who was wiping glasses.

"Grandpa Sam...!!"

"...Hmm? Oh... yes, it's Tony. What brings you here?"

...So that kid's name is Tony.
I think I heard it before, but I keep getting confused.

Sam and Tony... names that sound like they're from an American movie?

Somehow they sounded very familiar to my ears.

"Hehe... just... oh, do you know of anything interesting happening lately?"

"Interesting...? I can't think of anything particularly noteworthy recently... Well, are you planning to go watch the Arena matches?"

"...Huh? Can I go?!"

"No, of course you can't because of your age and status... Hahaha...!!"

"Ugh, really...!!"

"So, what's the real reason you came all the way here? Surely you didn't come just to see this old man without any reason..."

"Aw... come on, Grandpa, what are you saying..."

"I know a cunning fellow like you wouldn't do that, so get to the point quickly."

"Hehehe... actually..."

The two seemed quite close despite their age difference, conversing comfortably.

During their conversation, Tony's finger pointed at me,
and almost simultaneously, the old man who was still wiping glasses at the counter followed his gaze.

The old man's eyes were so small that they almost looked closed at first glance.

Were his eyes half-open,
or were they naturally like that...

Just as I was beginning to wonder, the old man's hands trembled slightly, and the glass he was holding was placed on the counter with a thud.

*...Wasn't he still cleaning it? Why did he just...*

"...Tony, may I ask the reason?"

"Huh? Grandpa... why are you suddenly acting like this?"

"...What about you, what's your reason for bringing a noble to a place like this?"

"...What? A noble?"

Who...?

The boy's head tilted,
his expression changing to one of disbelief.

...This kid, now that I think about it, he wasn't uncomfortable around me at all.

Was it simply because I didn't look like a noble to him...?

*But I'm wearing the Academy uniform? This is quite nice clothing.....*

...Ah, come to think of it,
I haven't changed clothes since the evaluation began.

I was planning to change after everything was over, thinking it would end quickly...

But then a quest suddenly appeared,
and all sorts of unexpected things happened... geez.

Having worn the same clothes continuously in this place where sand occasionally blows...

I must look terrible.
It certainly wasn't attire that anyone would consider noble-like.

Especially since I had even rolled on the ground earlier...
No matter how sophisticated the Academy uniform was, it couldn't cover up clothes that were this dirt-covered.

"...S-sir... you're a noble?"

"...Commoners are rarely mages, and I'm not affiliated with the Magic Tower either."

"I... I mean, from when we first met, you looked completely disheveled... gulp!"

"....."

Realizing his slip of the tongue, the boy hastily covered his mouth with both hands, but unfortunately, I could already guess what he was trying to say.

...Really, if it had been any other noble here instead of me, they would have drawn their sword immediately.

As I was somewhat impressed by the boy's luck and recklessness,
the old man who had been standing behind the counter suddenly turned deathly pale.

Like someone who had seen a ghost, his face perfectly matched the expression "turning pale."

Tap-tap-tap-tap.
With steps surprisingly quick for his age.

Coming out from behind the counter, he immediately pushed Tony's head down to bow to me, and then bowed so deeply himself that his head nearly touched the ground.

His white beard touched the floor,
and soon I heard the trembling voice of the old man.

"I... I'm so sorry, this boy grew up almost by himself, so he lacks proper manners..."

"Gr-Grandpa...? Why are you suddenly acting like this...!! My... my head hurts, wait... ouch..."

"Stay still...!! You should be on your knees begging for forgiveness right now...!!"

"It's fine, even I don't think I look much like a noble right now."

"N-no, this child is young and doesn't know better... how could he speak that way to an Academy student..."

"...You recognized that I'm an Academy student?"

To be honest, I was a bit surprised.
I didn't expect someone in this remote area to recognize this uniform.

Especially when that someone was an old man who looked like he could develop dementia at any moment.

"O-of course, recently the guards came in and were talking about..."

"...Besides the guards, do other people come here? It seems quite deserted right now."

"W-we do get guests occasionally... Sometimes staff from the Arena come to drink..."

"...The Arena?"

My ears perked up and my hair stood on end.

It seems I was guided to the right place this time.

"Could you tell me more about that?"

Ch.295 - New Information
Every human has secrets.
Even if not quite secrets, everyone has stories they'd prefer to keep hidden.

However, despite how much people may want to keep their worries or secrets to themselves, very few actually take those secrets to the grave.

The human tongue isn't something one can fully control.
Thinking you can freely control a part of your body with almost no muscle is pure arrogance.

Getting caught up in the moment, making a slip of the tongue, finding yourself in situations where you have no choice but to speak...

There are countless environments that make it easier for people to reveal their secrets.

And few can resist in those situations.
Most secrets are ultimately revealed through the person's own careless words.

That's why some people intentionally create these situations to uncover what others are hiding.

They create an atmosphere where secrets must be told.
Or they wear someone down until they speak of their own accord.

And among hundreds of methods, the most classic and commonly used technique is none other than alcohol.

In moderation, it enhances mood and atmosphere.
But drink too much, and this addictive beverage quickly turns you into a mess.

When drunk, people's lips loosen.
And the more intoxicated they become, the more likely they are to reveal everything they never intended to share.

Even if a drunk person divulges secrets, since they did so of their own volition without anyone forcing them, there's no one to blame.

It's no wonder some people become especially talkative once alcohol enters their system.

"W-what? What do you want me to say...?"

"Didn't you just mention that Arena employees often drink here?"

"W-what? Oh... y-yes, that's right. They say it's relatively quiet here and the drinks are decent... they've been coming frequently lately."

In that sense, this could be very important information.

No matter how drunk people get, they're reluctant to reveal secrets when surrounded by crowds.

Even if they got completely drunk in a bustling tavern, they likely wouldn't have revealed anything useful.

But what about a place like this where few people come?
A place where even if they drunkenly spilled secrets, no one would be listening?

Though there might be nothing to gain, I kept thinking about what the guy who guided me here had said.

'He definitely said the old man who owns this place has connections and knows a lot...'

Even in a quiet place like this, opportunities to gather knowledge wouldn't be that common.

And it didn't make sense that he'd have extensive knowledge from the beginning—no matter how old he was, someone like that wouldn't be running a business in a place like this.

Unlike the 21st century with its concept of retirement,
this world doesn't particularly associate age with occupation.

'Unless there's some specific reason, he wouldn't be selling alcohol in this remote area... so that guy's claim about the well-connected old man is likely true...'

Being well-connected means knowing many people.
And a bartender always interacts with customers.

"...Have you perhaps heard anything specific from those employees?"

"S-specific meaning...?"

"Anything will do. As long as it seems important."

"Important... information..."

Hearing my words, he began to ponder deeply.

Tony, the little guy, and I watched him silently, holding our breath as we waited.

Maybe... just maybe.
We might learn something from his lips.

Though I didn't have much time left, something had been bothering me for a while... and for some reason, I couldn't just let it go.

'Even if they don't care whether prisoners live or die... it's strange that the next match is scheduled so quickly.'

From their perspective, prisoners are money-making tools.
Even they wouldn't want to burn through prisoners who bring them profit so quickly.

No matter how many criminals were being sent to the Arena lately, scheduling matches at such a rapid pace could make it difficult to arrange fights later on.

While criminals are abundant in the world,
those who have committed crimes severe enough to be sent to the Arena aren't that common.

In this era with its class system, there's even a crime of insulting nobility, but even that rarely results in being sent to the Arena unless it's particularly severe.

At most, commoners would be demoted to slaves.
Though that's also a harsh punishment, it's far better than being sent to the Arena to fight until death.

Unless someone had murdered a noble or massacred an entire village, they wouldn't normally end up in the Arena...

Yet the Arena was now using these rare criminals recklessly without any apparent plan.

Even if they'd become famous enough to need more frequent matches to generate more money, announcing the next match schedule to the public just one day after the previous match was clearly unusual.

They must know that scheduling matches so carelessly would quickly deplete their supply of remaining criminals.

'Unless they urgently need money, they wouldn't do this... there must be something going on...'

Perhaps this could be a way to get him out of the Arena.

With that thought, I carefully watched him as he kept his head down without saying a word.

When his mouth finally opened,
I realized I had unconsciously clenched my fist.

Either way, I didn't want someone who had briefly taught me to die.

I might not mind learning about it later through newspapers or rumors...
but at least right now, I didn't want to hear about his death with my own ears.

There's nothing more pathetic than hearing about an acquaintance's death right in front of you.

Besides, I still had much to learn from him...
one way or another, he was someone who shouldn't die yet, as far as I was concerned.

Having just gained a new power,
I had no interest in letting it go to waste without learning how to use it properly.

'If I'd heard about his death sometime later, when he'd gradually faded from my memory, I wouldn't need to be so disturbed... damn.'

"Ah... oh, come to think of it... there was something I heard...!"

After pondering for what felt like ages.

As if finally realizing something, he struck one hand with his fist, making a clapping sound.

Immediately, both the kid and I turned our attention to him.

"Something you heard...? Did it seem important?"

"Old man, what is it? What did you hear?"

"Well, um, it's... it's a rather... ambiguous story..."

...An ambiguous story?
Not difficult to talk about, but ambiguous...?

What kind of story could that be?
I tilted my head with a blank expression.

Whether this would actually be useful information remained to be seen, but if even he considered it ambiguous, it probably wouldn't be very valuable even if it helped...

"...Just tell me, and I'll judge after hearing it."

"Ah... yes, yes... well, this isn't certain, but..."

"....."

"Recently, it seems some strange magical beasts have been brought into the Arena."

"...Magical beasts?"

"Yes, yes."

If nothing else, using magical beasts in Arena matches meant for public entertainment wasn't prohibited at all.

After all, they were necessary elements for the show.
There were even some trainers who specialized in handling magical beasts.

It seemed unreasonable to claim something was strange or concerning based just on that.

"Magical beasts... what about them?"

"Well... I only overheard some drunk customers talking that day..."

"...Stop stalling and speak quickly. Do I look like someone with plenty of time?"

As I began to frown,
his lips started moving rapidly as if motorized.

He seemed to have realized I was in a rather bad mood, which was somewhat irritating.

"M-magical beasts, from what I heard... they recently brought in new ones... and their appearance was quite strange."

"...Appearance? You mean how the magical beasts look?"

"Y-yes...!! They... apparently look like flying insects, but with mammalian body structures... and teeth resembling human teeth..."

"....?"

"It seems... they somehow mimic the appearance of creatures they've consumed..."

"...What?"

Crash.
The glass that had been sitting on the table fell to the floor.

Ch.296 - Animal Trainer...?
A few days before the final evaluation at the Academy.

The shop of the old man called Sammy Lemington, commonly known as Sam, was still open for business.

A bar where hardly anyone came anymore except for regulars.
But he couldn't possibly quit since it was his livelihood.

In this city with nothing around, one had to do something to survive, and for him, that means was simply running this bar.

Of course, that didn't mean non-existent customers suddenly started flooding in.

*There's nothing but poor people around here... One day I'll have to close this business too.*

Occasionally wealthy customers would gather to watch matches at the Arena, but that was like a foreign country to him.

Those rich people wouldn't come all the way to this place, tucked away in the most remote corner of the village, just to have a drink.

Even if there were customers who preferred a quiet atmosphere, this place was simply too out of the way.

The wealthy, who by nature avoided associating with poor people, disliked coming to such remote places.

The only people who came here...
Were just poor workers who had received their wages.

For example... yes.
Like Arena employees who enjoyed the quiet.

Ding-a-ling.
The bell announcing someone's arrival echoed throughout the store.

"Welcome..."

"Ah... what, here again?"

"Come on... the atmosphere here is nice, isn't it? Not noisy at all."

"The atmosphere is nice, but... it's too far, and the food isn't even that good."

"Hey, why would you say that?! The owner is right there...!"

"Haha... it's alright... with my skills, well, you folks are the only customers I have."

Despite hearing rather insulting remarks as a bar owner, he smiled and welcomed the customers.

As mentioned, this was a place where customers rarely visited unless they were regulars.
Although he wasn't sure how much each customer would spend, if he didn't run his business like this, he wouldn't be able to make a living.

"Here, please sit... I'll put in special effort to cook well for you this time."

"Ah... ahem, no... that's not necessary..."

"Why did you have to say something unnecessary... tsk..."

"Sigh... it's nothing. What would you like to order?"

"Ah... what's good here..."

Fortunately, they didn't seem to be strange customers, and after a brief apology, they continued with their meal.

The real problem came right after that.
Right after they became completely drunk.

*Well... the food preparation seems a bit incomplete, so I'll bring this over and apologize for...*

"Hey, no... so what's the problem with that?"

"Don't you... hic, see the problem... huh?"

"I'm telling you, they're just magical beasts with somewhat ferocious temperaments...?"

*...Magical beasts?*

His footsteps, carrying light snacks, suddenly froze in place.

Unless one was from the eastern countries far across the sea, there wouldn't be anyone who didn't know about the dangers of magical beasts.

He too had lost a child to a magical beast...
Just hearing those two words made his body stiffen.

*They don't look like adventurers, so why are customers talking about magical beasts...*

"No... but something seems strange... hic..."

"Sigh... you don't know because you're new, but insect-type magical beasts definitely exist, even if they're rare. You're just a rookie... what do you know to keep saying something's strange..."

"No... who said that's strange? I'm just saying... aren't they too violent?"

Insect-type magical beasts... are strange?
He moved his ear closer out of curiosity.

In this remote area, the only way to alleviate boredom was always to listen to others' conversations.

"What, did you expect magical beasts to be as tame as your house dog?! Wagging their tails when they see you?"

"N-no, that's not what I meant..."

"You've been saying bothersome things... if you're going to be noisy, just drink!!"

Glug glug glug.
Ahh!

The refreshing sound of gulping began to echo, but the old man's face grew increasingly stiff.

The guilt of eavesdropping on customers' conversations.
And the pressure that their conversation seemed like important information he shouldn't be hearing.

All of these things kept him rooted to the spot.

If nothing else, there was only one reason magical beasts would be needed in the Arena.

Survival of the fittest, the law of the jungle.
A competition format where humans and magical beasts are released indiscriminately, and the last person standing wins.

True to a competition where everything except participant information is kept secret, what people were most curious about was information on the opposing magical beasts.

As mentioned, the information disclosed by the Arena was limited.
Everything except the participants' criminal records and appearances could only be known on site.

Naturally, the more information one had about the magical beasts, the higher the probability of winning money in the competition...

The old man's wrinkled brain began to work after a long time.
How could this fact bring him some form of profit?

*If they're insect-type magical beasts... they'd be advantageous for those who use large blunt weapons...*

Of course, being magical beasts and not ordinary insects, it would be impossible to defeat them with normal strength, but the ones in the Arena were all criminals who had committed heinous crimes.

Unless it was a high-grade magical beast, or a particularly strong mid-grade one.
A single low-grade magical beast could be handled by one person.

Besides, the main attraction of the competition was watching criminals fight and die against each other... so they wouldn't introduce too many magical beasts...

Should I bet on the big guys?
But... I'm barely getting by with my current income...?

His mind, which viewed the current situation as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, began to spin faster.

"So... when are the foods we ordered... hic... coming out...?"

"S-senior, let's stop drinking... I think I'm going to throw up..."

"Damn it... you invited me and now you're passing out first... hey... hey, don't throw up here...!!"

"Uweeeeeeek....!!"

"Oh... oh my, customer...!!"

***

"...So, the insect-type magical beasts are strangely violent... is that it?"

"Yes... yes... From what I heard afterward, they went on a rampage as if they were afflicted with some kind of madness..."

"...But magical beasts showing aggression toward humans isn't that uncommon, is it?"

I frowned.
I thought I had found some useful information, but...

Magical beasts attacking humans wasn't that uncommon.

Of course, the ferocity varies depending on the form of the magical beast, and it was certainly suspicious that insect-type magical beasts were so fierce that even five or six people couldn't handle them...

But I couldn't just recklessly storm into the Arena based on such vague suspicions.
Especially since every second that passed was precious to me.

Not without more concrete evidence.

"I also found that strange, so I asked those customers when they were leaving, and they said that even taking all that into account, they were too aggressive..."

"....."

"They said that even when the handlers came, they wouldn't listen at all..."

"...Handlers?"

That's a profession I've never heard of here...
Unlike the 21st century, there aren't proper pets here.

Dogs and cats are all still in their wild state...
The animals people raise are at best livestock like cows, horses, and pigs.

In an era where people are busy just trying to make a living, there's no need for pets that can't be eaten.

At most, nobles occasionally raise birds or small foals... but that hardly requires handlers...

Handlers with no use in a large facility like the Arena...?
I tilted my head and repeated what the old man had just said.

"Ah... there are these... magical beast handlers here..."

"...Magical beast handlers?"

"Literally, though temporary, they're people who can control magical beasts at will."

"...What?"

How is that... possible?
They can control magical beasts at will?

"...That doesn't make sense."

"Y-yes?"

"If that were really possible, the Empire would have absorbed all the surrounding countries long ago."

Magical beasts, which can hardly be called living beings.
Creatures with no consciousness left, only ferocity and voracious greed.

Moreover, they have regenerative abilities that somehow restore their bodies no matter how great the damage, as long as they have mana to maintain themselves.

Comparing all these factors, they clearly had combat capabilities far superior to humans.

If what the old man said was true...
Forget the Imperial family, the Charlottean Duchy wouldn't have stood by and watched...?

To those who are loyal solely to the Empire, controllable living weapons would have been an extremely attractive force.

And given their intelligence network, the best in the Empire, they couldn't have been unaware of this fact...

That was the decisive reason why I couldn't believe the old man's words.

"...Didn't I teach you earlier what happens when you lie?"

"N-no, what do you mean a lie? Handlers really do exist...!"

"....."

"I... I'm telling the truth, I even saw them leading a few small magical beasts on the street a few days ago...!!"

"...Huh?"

My eyebrows furrowed again.
It seemed this city had no shortage of madmen.

Ch.297 - Secret Passage
Beast tamer... beast tamer, really?
As if things weren't complicated enough already, now I had to deal with unknown magical beasts too.

And not just any magical beasts—ones said to be exceptionally ferocious, possibly lurking throughout the entire Arena.

*This is going to take a lot of time... Should I reconsider my priorities?*

At any other time, it might have been different.
But right now, I wasn't confident I could handle everything perfectly.

I didn't even know how strong these magical beasts were, let alone how many of them there might be.

*Besides, even if I wanted to get him out... I haven't actually heard whether that's what he wants...*

The Arena's defenses weren't impenetrable.
In fact, I'd already proven that by sneaking into the underground area once.

Which meant that someone much stronger than me, like him, could escape without much difficulty.

He was undoubtedly far stronger than me.
Even if others tried to stop him, unless Marquis Charlotte personally intervened, hardly anyone could prevent his escape.

Plus, being already strong and fighting other inmates in the Arena every day...

His skills might have improved significantly since his imprisonment rather than deteriorated.

*He even sent me outside so easily... Yet he's still confined in that small cell...*

It had to be one of two reasons.
Either he simply didn't want to leave, or he had a reason to stay there.

Honestly, however long he'd been imprisoned there was none of my business, but unfortunately, the situation had changed.

Unlike before when I had some leeway.
I now had an urgent reason to become stronger.

With suitable mentors already in short supply, I couldn't afford to lose someone personally recommended by Marquis Charlotte.

Especially since I hadn't properly learned anything yet.
He just put something strange inside my body without explaining anything...

*They say people who can handle this "qi" are rare... There's no way I could find someone as skilled as him in the Empire in such a short time...*

It seemed impossible no matter how I thought about it.
He'd said that qi originated from eastern countries.

How many people in this vast empire would have learned eastern techniques, and at such a high level?

Even if such people existed, could I find one within my thirty-hour deadline?

Nothing changed in the end.
I had to save him somehow.

And to do that... eliminating potential threats in advance would be most efficient.

For example... yes.
Those magical beasts.

Someone of his caliber wouldn't die at the hands of ordinary inmates, so my task was simply to eliminate those magical beasts—the only variable that could pose a threat.

The problem was that I didn't know what these magical beasts looked like or where they were...

*If they're insect-type magical beasts, there's one place that comes to mind... Could it be there?*

I recalled the passage I'd seen deep inside the Arena during my previous visit.

Dark, humid, and damp.
Perfect for insects.
Guarded by eerily suspicious sentries.

Such a place would be ideal for raising magical beasts away from prying eyes, and even if the beasts went berserk, they could somehow contain them.

I'd even spotted a strange, giant insect emerging from there...

There was more than enough evidence to be suspicious.
The problem was... how to get back there now.

*I doubt it'll be as easy to enter as before.*

Perhaps the day before would have been possible.
But on the day of the match, security wouldn't be lax.

The more disrupted the matches became, the more the Arena—they—would suffer losses.

Of course, this assumed the Arena operators had their heads on straight... but any reasonable person would have strengthened security.

*No matter how I think about it, one day doesn't seem enough.*

Besides, those black insects weren't opponents ordinary people could handle.

I'd caught them easily then because they couldn't use their full power in that narrow space... but who knew what environment awaited inside that passage?

I couldn't even be certain their numbers were small...
For someone like me who needed to avoid causing a disturbance, the more of them there were, the more troublesome it would be.

Though I disliked the nature of their business, this was still a legal enterprise sanctioned by the imperial family.

Moreover, this territory belonged not to the Reinhardt family but to the Charlotte family.
If it came to light that a young baron was causing trouble in another marquis family's territory...

Even with my connections to the Charlotte family, I would certainly face severe punishment.

There was a hierarchy among nobles.
The gap between a marquis family and a baron family was that significant.

I pondered deeply.
How could I resolve this matter without causing a commotion?

Ideally, I'd like to meet him without attracting attention...

What I wanted wasn't him but his knowledge.
If he didn't want to leave prison, it didn't particularly matter to me.

As long as he properly taught me how to handle this qi, I was ready to leave him anytime.

Who could stop him if he didn't want to leave anyway...
I barely knew anything about him, so I didn't even have any sense of obligation.

*If I could just learn how to handle this power, that would be enough... but how...*

"....."

"Um, sir?"

"...What now?"

Was it because my mind was preoccupied?
Or because various concerns were swirling in my head?

Normally, I would have noticed the boy's presence immediately, but somehow I'd allowed him to approach undetected.

And in that state, as he pretended to start a conversation while slipping his hand into my pocket, I grabbed his wrist firmly.

"Ugh...!"

"I don't know what you wanted to talk about, but let's remove this hand first."

"To-Tony!! How dare you do that to a noble...!!"

"Ow ow ow...."

"....."

...Did I not pay him enough?
I thought I'd given him a decent amount.

I grabbed the boy's chin as he shook his wrist several times with a grimace, forcing him to meet my gaze.

"So, what were you going to say? It didn't seem like you were just trying to get my attention."

"Ah... ow ow ow... F-First, please... let go of my wrist...!!"

"No, the conversation comes first. Your wrist comes after."

You've already lost my trust.

The boy, seeming to acknowledge his mistake, surprisingly opened his mouth without protest.

Ignoring the old man fidgeting nervously beside us.
I firmly gripped the boy's wrist and listened attentively.

In remote, out-of-the-way places like this, local knowledge was always most valuable.

Besides, this boy was a criminal in his own way...
He might know about hidden passages in this city.

In my experience, cunning types like him always prepared for when things went wrong.

When things went south, thieves wanted nothing more than to secure an escape route.

No thief in the world wanted to get caught.
While neutralizing pursuers was one option... typically, securing an unknown escape route was more common.

Since he wasn't even fully grown yet...
Fighting someone was automatically out of the question.

So what remained was obviously...

"Th-There's... there's a secret passage around here that only I know about... I think it connects to the prison in the Arena...!"

"Ohh."

Bingo.
I smiled slyly.

After giving the boy's still-aching wrist a firm slap, I carefully adjusted my clothes.

Fortunately or unfortunately.
There was still some time before the matches began.

The evidence was the citizens still rushing toward the Arena with small purses of money.

They wouldn't continue admitting spectators if the matches had already started.
For some reason, it seemed the matches had been delayed.

*If nothing else, they wouldn't compromise fairness in gambling... so there's definitely still time!*

I grabbed the boy's wrist and pulled him up.
Of course, placing a few more coins in his palm.

"Wh-What's this...?"

"You're Tony, right?"

"Huh? Y-Yes... something like that..."

"That place you mentioned earlier, take me there right now."

Right now.

Ch.298 - Incident
Splash, splash.
With each step, puddles of water splashed beneath my feet.

The water didn't look particularly clean at a glance.
Judging by the foul smell, I suspected it might even be stagnant.

Most likely, dirty water and rainwater from the surroundings had collected and pooled here.

Unlike the facilities near the Arena, this place didn't have any proper drainage system for handling dirty water.

Given the poverty of the village, they couldn't afford to install such infrastructure in these remote corners.

At best, they probably only maintained the areas around the Arena to look presentable for tourists.

Not caring about my shoes getting dirty, I continued following the kid.

"Um... but, bro... I mean, y-young master?"

"...Just call me like you did before. As long as you guide me properly."

"B-bro, but... do we really have to go there?"

"What, don't you want the money?"

"N-no, that's not it..."

I knew it.
A sparrow wouldn't just pass by a rice mill.

"Then what's suddenly the problem?"

"...You know I'm a pickpocket, right?"

"Yeah, well... you're clearly not living an honest life."

"Because of that, there are quite a few people around here who hate me..."

"....."

Even after saying it himself, he seemed uncomfortable and didn't meet my eyes once while speaking.

As I followed closely behind him, I couldn't help but sigh deeply.

He looked so young, yet already picking pockets...
No wonder he was having these problems.

"...Don't tell me all the people who hate you are...?"

"N-no!! I mean, yes, I survive by stealing money every day... but even so, I didn't steal from all those people..!!"

...Saying "not all" means he did steal from some of them, right?
Wait... stealing money is a crime in the first place, so what's he...?

I was inwardly amazed at his expression of genuine indignation.

Considering how he had reached for my pocket without hesitation when we first met, he didn't seem like someone who only targeted rich jerks... so why was he acting so wronged?

Unless there were special circumstances.
At least for now, I had no reason to view him favorably.

I hadn't had any opportunity to see him in a good light...
After all, until just moments ago, he was trying to reach for my pocket again.

I looked at him with slightly fierce eyes.

"Even if you didn't steal from them directly, people around them might have been affected."

"...W-well, that's..."

"....."

"D-don't look at me like that!! It's the victims' fault for being careless around here!!"

"...Fine, just guide me properly. I need to get to that place you know about safely."

"D-does that mean you'll protect me? Right?!"

"...I'll protect you at least until I reach my destination, so hurry up."

I really don't have time for this.
I pushed the kid's back as he wasn't moving forward.

Probably because he'd never eaten enough in his life.
His light body moved forward helplessly under the pressure of my hand.

Even for a kid, he seems way too light...?

Splash, splash. Only the sound of water echoed loudly beneath our feet.

"W-wait, s-stop pushing me...!"

"Then walk on your own."

"O-okay! I'll walk on my own, so please...!"

After my not-quite-scolding, he started walking on his own while grumbling.

After walking for some time, trash began to gather around us.

Not literal garbage, but human trash from the backstreets.

"Hey, Tony... it's been a while, hasn't it?"

"J-John..."

Sure enough, a group of thugs emerged from the nearby alley.

Maybe because it was such a textbook confrontation.
Somehow, I couldn't even bring myself to get properly angry.

The kid had just told me that this area was full of people who hated him.

After hearing that, it was natural to expect someone to show up...
To be honest, I wasn't completely unprepared for this situation.

...I had just hoped they wouldn't appear right now.

"Didn't we agree last time that you wouldn't show your face around here? Why are you coming to our territory?"

"N-no, I... I didn't want to come here either...!"

"Didn't I tell you, kid? The next time we meet, all five of your fingers would be—GUHACK?!"

In that moment, all his teeth flew out.
I felt a heavy impact in my hand.

I would have preferred to listen more, but I really don't have time right now.

If there was a misunderstanding, I could clear it up later.
Right now, moving forward was more important to me.

"W-what the?! J-John?!!"

"B-bro...? W-wait, why are you picking me—?!"

"...Just guide me. I'll run ahead."

At this rate, it would take all day.
I passed by the still-dazed gang members and rushed forward without looking back.

[Time Remaining: 31 hours 34 minutes]

All while watching the red text of the status window floating beside me, counting down in real time.

***

At the very moment Jenison started running.

The Arena, where matches should have been in full swing, was now in unprecedented chaos.

"So when is the match going to start?"

"Don't know... did it usually start this late?"

"No... according to the schedule, it should have started long ago..."

Not just the villagers who came to watch.
People from other villages and countries who came for a big score felt the same way.

They all began to sense something was wrong as time passed with no sign of the match starting.

Amid this, starting with one person, rumors began to spread wildly.

"D-do you think something happened in there?"

"Come on... don't say such ominous things. Do you know what kind of place that is? What could possibly happen there?"

"Right... has anyone seen even a minor accident at the Arena recently? Hmm?"

"Well, no, but... that doesn't guarantee nothing will happen this time. I mean, think about how dangerous those guys inside are..."

"...Now that you mention it, it is strange that they're not starting at the scheduled time."

"Exactly, has a match ever been delayed before? Something must have happened, I'm telling you."

"But... what reason could possibly prevent them from holding the match..."

"Well... the criminals are probably causing a riot or something, that's what those kinds of people do."

"T-then aren't we in danger too? You know what kind of people are in there..."

People who would throw out even an emperor if he had no money wouldn't delay a match without reason.

For people who value credit as much as money to break a promise means something serious has happened.

Perhaps the dangerous criminals inside had attempted another escape and were rioting, trying to break into the village.

As if to demonstrate why they say rumors spread like wildfire.
The gossip spread at an incredible speed among the spectators.

Eventually, people's actions began to split into two groups.

Those determined to watch the match no matter what.
And those who began to leave, fearing what might happen.

Of course, the majority still remained, but even the number who had left in that short time represented a significant loss of revenue.

As more people began to leave.
The mood among the Arena staff also began to deteriorate.

They too had no idea why the match hadn't started.

Perhaps senior officials might know something about the current situation, but unfortunately, all the people currently working at the Arena were low-level employees or equivalent.

Senior officials wouldn't be working on-site anyway.
They had long since delegated their responsibilities and left the scene.

Therefore, no one really knew what was happening at the Arena.

And consequently, the staff's inexplicable anxiety continued to grow.

By now, the match should have started long ago.
The feeling that something had gone wrong kept bubbling up in the corner of their minds.

"...Huh?"

"What's wrong? Suddenly."

"...No, I thought I heard something."

And in the midst of this, some strange sound reached one employee's ears.

Squelch, squelch.
It sounded like mud coming to life.

"...I'm sure I heard something from here...?"

Hissssss...

"...What's that sound? It sounds like something melting...?!"

Squelch, squelch, thud-thud-thud.
It wasn't difficult to notice something new being added to the sounds.

"...What's going on? Why are you acting like that? Is something there?"

"....."

"...Hey? What... where did you disappear to...?"

And just like that, one employee vanished.

Ch.299 - Meanwhile...
Meanwhile, it wasn't just the spectators who were dissatisfied with the delay in the match.

The participants who were scheduled to compete today.
Their complaints were reaching considerable levels as well.

True to their reputation as the worst criminals, they completely lacked anything resembling patience.

"What the hell, when is this going to start...?!"

"They wake us up from sleep... and then don't even start the match quickly?"

"What... WHAT!!! What are you going to do if I open my eyes like this, you damn pig bastards!!"

Complaints were putting it mildly. If they had been placed even slightly closer to each other, it wouldn't have been surprising if knife fights had already broken out, given how on edge they all were.

These complaints spread widely among the people regardless of their strength.

To the point where the prison guards and staff were struggling to handle the situation.

"...So, when does it start?"

"Th-th-that is..."

And this was no exception even for the strongest man in the Arena.

Unlike the others, he wasn't rampaging wildly...
But he too disliked this waiting game just the same.

No one in this world could possibly enjoy waiting with no end in sight.

Besides, there wasn't much to pass the time here.
In many ways, it was the worst possible environment for waiting.

*If they'd at least let me move my body freely, that would be nice, but they won't even allow that... damn it..*

Haaaaah...
A long sigh escaped his lips.

Of course, he understood that they wouldn't leave someone called the worst among criminals unrestrained...

*...But isn't this a bit too extreme?*

A straitjacket binding his entire body and tough leather straps.
And as if that wasn't enough, mana handcuffs on both hands.

Anyone who didn't know better would think he had tried to assassinate royalty or something.

He sighed deeply again, then raised his head and glanced at the guard standing in front of him.

"...Is something wrong?"

"....."

The response was so stiff and cold that it made him question whether this was how one human should treat another.

Of course, he had expected something like this...
But he didn't think they would show such open dislike right to his face.

Until now, they hadn't been so blatant about expressing everything through their expressions.

*...Somehow it seems like these types increase with every match I fight... well, does it matter?*

"...No, it's nothing."

Unable to say anything more, he finally turned his head away and his eyes began to take in the other criminals around him.

People who, like him, had committed serious crimes and ended up here.
Every one of them looked rough, the kind that would stand out anywhere they went.

*There seem to be a few faces I haven't seen before... newcomers? Or just vagrants brought in to fill spots?*

That happened occasionally.

When a prisoner attempted suicide or self-harm due to stress before a match, they would pay someone to fight in their place.

Of course, this would be unthinkable in normal urban areas...
But in this town, where mercenaries and unsavory characters frequently drifted in, it wasn't so impossible.

Rather, if you paid enough, there were plenty of people willing to be used however you wanted.

And among them, the ones the Arena favored most were old people and local beggars whose deaths wouldn't cause any trouble.

Since they were being sent to compete in an arena where they could die at any time, the replacements had to be people whose deaths wouldn't cause complications.

Orphans who had lived alone for a long time...
Or elderly people abandoned by their children.

Or simply mercenaries who would do anything for money.

Given that the match organizers rarely disclosed the participant list, the audience would have no way of knowing if participants had been switched.

In fact, he had occasionally seen people in the Arena whose appearance or demeanor seemed completely out of place.

People who looked incapable of killing anyone.
People who had simply entered the competition because they were offered money.

Of course, they probably never received that money.

Among all the people he had seen so far...
Not once had anyone with that kind of appearance made it out alive.

The very premise that ordinary people could survive in a slaughter show performed by vicious criminals was fundamentally flawed.

The same went for even battle-hardened mercenaries.
Mercenaries hired with considerable sums to make the matches more interesting became nothing more than gentle lambs once they entered the arena.

Standing before them were terrifying criminals whose very bodies were like weapons, unlike these mercenaries who had merely lived their lives holding swords.

*Judging by the look of them, they'll last three minutes at most... and seeing their anxious expressions, they probably weren't properly paid or even properly informed...*

Those bastards...
His head shook from side to side as he lay comfortably in his spot.

Even though rigging was common in gambling establishments like this... now they were even rigging the participants.

Honestly, he felt like exposing everything right now, but unfortunately, there wasn't much he could do while restrained like this.

He wasn't unable to escape from the Arena; he simply chose not to.
In a situation like this, causing a disturbance would only make things difficult for himself.

Besides, unlike others, his status was that of a mere criminal.
And a vicious one at that, who had been sent to the Arena. No one in this world would believe the words of someone like him.

People came here not to listen to criminals' stories, but to increase their power and wealth.

Even if he escaped and tried to tell his story to anyone he could find, he would most likely be ignored.

They would say it had nothing to do with them.
He'd be lucky if he didn't get beaten up and turned away.

*Come to think of it, quite a few people have been coming in lately... where did they all go?*

"Hey."

"....?"

After observing the people around him for a while.
He thought he heard someone calling him from where the guard had been standing earlier.

After all, the guard's eyes had been fixed directly on him just moments ago.

With an expression like he'd just bitten into a bug.

*...Is he calling me?*

Unless he was an idiot, it was obvious that the guard was calling him, but surprisingly, he didn't answer for a while and just kept tilting his head.

Not because he was stupid.
But simply because he was taken aback.

Having never received such a reaction from people around him, he couldn't believe that the guard's clearly hostile attitude was directed at him.

Fear, terror, anger, and so on.
Being accustomed to such emotions, he couldn't imagine such clear hostility and disgust being directed straight at him.

People who knew what crimes he had committed usually couldn't even meet his eyes.

He simply thought the guard was calling someone else, so he deliberately didn't answer, and shortly after, a clear sigh could be heard from behind him.

"..A sigh?"

"Hey, when someone calls you, you should answer. You worthless criminal."

"....Me?"

"Yes, who else is here besides you?"

"..No, there are more people back there... wait, how old are you to be speaking so rudely to me...?"

"I have no reason to be polite to criminals."

..Wow, look at this disrespect.
Wouldn't it be legal to slap him once?

Hitting a guard rather than a criminal would be burdensome, but... well.
When had he ever considered the consequences before acting?

His body, which had been lying down until just now, slowly began to rise.

"..You crazy bastard... hey, are you new here?"

"..Why are you asking that, you criminal scum... kuhek?!"

"The guys here usually have enough sense to know that they won't survive if they talk to me like that. Since you don't know this, I figured you must be new."

"Ku...heoook...!!"

Even with his arms bound to his body, it wasn't difficult to subdue a single guard.

He easily overpowered the guard, forcing him to his knees.
As he was contemplating what to do with the guard who could barely breathe...

Someone appeared before him, walking with confident, unhurried steps.

Blue hair and slightly narrowed eyes.
Somehow, he had an unpleasant impression.

"..And who are you?"

"Master Kan? The Arena Master would like to see you."

"....."

"It would be best if you came right away..."

"..I'm coming, I'm coming."

Just open this cell already.
It's so stuffy I can hardly breathe.

Cold sweat began to form on the back of his neck as he continued speaking glibly.

Ch.300 - Secret Passage
Back alleys are always complicated.
No joke, almost all back alleys are like that.

Back alleys are literally sanctuaries for criminals.
The paths are much narrower than elsewhere, and with various structures scattered about, the geography is incredibly complex.

With escape routes created by other criminals positioned throughout, countless paths exist that aren't on any map.

Back alleys are difficult to navigate unless you're familiar with them.

Of course, excluding me.
Unlike my current self, in my past life, I was someone familiar with back alleys.

A small town like this? I could navigate it like my own home.

"W-wait a minute, bro, that's not the place I mentioned...?!"

"Won't there be another path ahead if we go this way anyway?"

"W-well, that's true, but... how do you know that?!"

How do I know?
Because I looked around thoroughly last time.

The first night I arrived here, I didn't wander outside just for nothing.

It's not like I don't get tired.
The only reason I went for a walk when everyone else was asleep was for that purpose.

To check the surrounding geography and prepare countermeasures in advance.
Given the nature of this town where anything could happen anywhere, I thought such actions would be necessary.

*I guess it was good I did that, seeing how complicated things have become...*

"Oh, turn right here—eeeek?!"

"There they are!! That annoying brat and his escort—gack?!"

"You said right?"

"Y-yes!!"

These guys are the problem.
I quickly drove away the thugs who appeared before me yet again and hastened my steps.

It seems the guys I messed with earlier had a much larger influence than I thought, as this pattern had been continuing for a while.

Thugs chase me.
I beat them up.
Then more thugs come looking for me.

As if they had cameras installed in what they consider their territory, they started hunting me down like cats chasing mice.

I drove them away too easily.
How skilled could thugs living in a place like this be?

They fell without me even needing to draw my sword, yet they persistently chased after me and this kid.

*There don't seem to be any cameras around... how are they tracking us?*

Even while running, I kept tilting my head in confusion.
It was too much to be coincidence... they were chasing us as if they knew my location in real-time.

Come to think of it, they said something earlier about us never being able to escape from here... some third-rate villain talk like that.

Dismissing it as nonsense, I continued running when suddenly someone grabbed my shoulder.

Screeeech.
The sound of shoe heels echoed like tires.

"B-bro, stop here...!!"

"...?"

"We need to go right here!!"

"...What?"

Despite clearly hearing that we needed to go right, I asked again.

To go right from here...
A wall was blocking the way.

It was a solid-looking wall with no visible cracks.

"...Is this the right place? Really?"

"Yes! Well... not quite yet..."

...Not quite yet? What does that mean?
Surely there isn't some kind of mechanism installed in this shabby back alley?

Or perhaps a magician nearby?
But if that were the case, there would be no need to come all the way here...?

As I pondered these unanswered questions, the kid who had climbed down from my side began rummaging through his pockets, searching for something.

"...What are you doing?"

"Just wait... you think I've been pickpocketing around here without getting caught for nothing?"

"...I don't think that's something to be proud of."

"A-ahem, anyway... for someone young and small like me to survive in a place like this, the method is obvious."

"....."

"Never get caught, and even if you do, make sure you have a secure escape route."

Like... a passage that only he knows about and can access?

Rumble rumble rumble.
As something was pulled from his pocket, the wall began to split.

It wasn't due to any magical force.
Nor was someone emerging from inside.

Literally, the wall just split open by itself.

"Wh-what...?"

"Hehe, what do you think?! It's my secret passage that only I know about!!"

This goes beyond a mere secret passage...

While I stood there in shock, the kid proudly puffed out his chest.
In his hand was a blue key that he seemed to have taken from his pocket earlier.

There was no visible keyhole for that key to fit into...

If I considered the key as some kind of trigger, everything would make sense.
Just now, the moment he took out that key, the wall began to split.

The problem is... as far as I know, there's only one technology that can do this without using magic...

*...Why is a magical engineering device, rare even in the imperial palace, in a place like this?*

Why would such technology be installed in such an unexpected place?
And how did you get a key that can freely control it?

*Is this kid actually an abandoned child from some archduke's family or something?*

Just as my head was filling with confusion, the kid grabbed my waist.

"Bro, what are you doing?! If we don't hurry in, we'll be caught again!!"

"...W-wait?!"

Before I could finish my thoughts, my body was pulled into the wall by the kid's hand.

Rumble rumble rumble.
At the same time, the split wall began to close again.

...Damn it.
I hate dark places.

Thud!

***

"Your Majesty, a report about the Academy..."

"Your Majesty, due to the recent attack on the Academy, nobles are strongly criticizing the safety of the facility and demanding a review..."

"Your Majesty, nobles bearing gifts have come to see the Imperial Princess... should I escort them to the reception room?"

"....Hahaha, there truly have been many incidents lately."

The Emperor's expression was clearly bright and smiling, but anyone who knew him even slightly would never agree with his words.

That expression he was wearing now...
It was a fake smile that only appeared when something greatly displeased him.

No matter what happened in the country, his position was none other than the Emperor.
For someone educated in imperial succession from a young age, managing his expressions was all too easy.

Of course, even that could be noticed by those who had known him for a long time... but it was certainly better than not trying at all.

The Emperor of a nation couldn't always be honest with his expressions.
While most around him were loyal followers, there were also malicious forces deliberately trying to undermine him.

To maintain imperial authority and avoid being looked down upon, he had no choice but to become accustomed to managing his expressions.

"Sigh... is the Academy cursed this year? How are incidents occurring every single day without fail..."

However, even for someone like him, there was a limit.
He too was a person with emotions, no different from anyone else.

Unless he was a robot, he couldn't react the same way to everything.

Just like now.

"Lately, all I hear are rumors about the Academy... it's absolutely maddening."

"But... Your Majesty, at the Academy..."

"I know, she's there. Who else in this empire could disturb her mood besides me?"

When dealing with the continent's greatest archmage...
No one would dare unless they didn't value their life.

For the Emperor, who already had much to worry about lately, criticisms related to the Academy were just one more annoyance among many.

He couldn't carelessly interfere with a place where she resided.
Even if he was the Emperor himself, he had to handle this matter carefully.

*If she really decided to cause trouble, it would be difficult for the empire to deal with...*

Of course, he thought she would accept some level of punishment for the sake of imperial dignity... but unfortunately, his inability to be certain of this was making the Emperor's heart grow cold.

Magicians are inherently arrogant.
If imperial dignity was important, she also had her own dignity to maintain.

He didn't want to turn the empire's Archmage into an enemy.
He wasn't a foolish emperor, and he certainly wasn't someone who would put the empire in danger.

Grrrr...
His frown continued to deepen.

"Sigh... I'm already busy with appointing the new Reinhardt Duke... what is all this commotion about?"

"Ah... Your Majesty..."

"...Hmm? What now?"

"About... the Reinhardt Duke, I just remembered..."

"...?"

"Duchess Charlotte..."

Has successfully tracked down the Reinhardt Duke and is requesting immediate permission for immunity from murder charges...

"...Ha."

The Emperor's brow furrowed even more.

Ch.301 - Splash
"Nnngh..."

"....."

"You're troubled, so troubled..."

The Emperor was in a dilemma.
No, it was a situation that could only lead to worry.

"Reinhardt, removing the head of a family is unprecedented... indeed."

"....."

"I don't understand why a man of his caliber would conspire with demon-like creatures."

Removing a duke of a nation, especially the head of one of the four great families, was by no means an easy task.

Public opinion aside, the aftermath of such an action would be significant.

Either way, the Reinhardt family had never once openly defied the empire and had, on the surface, always been loyal to the imperial family.

"To reveal that Duke Reinhardt conspired with demons..."

"...would face fierce opposition from the citizens, and in that case, the Reinhardt name itself could be disgraced and fall into ruin."

"Yes, that's exactly what concerns me."

After finally having the opportunity to place a like-minded child in the position of family head, why should he let this chance slip away?

Aria Reinhardt, Jenison's younger sister, was who the Emperor intended to make the next head of the family. For him, the downfall of the Reinhardt family would be quite troublesome.

After all, the Reinhardt family was an indispensable presence in the empire.
It would be far more convenient for him to have someone who shared his views as the Duchess rather than some other greedy individual becoming the next Duke Reinhardt.

'And originally... the only legitimate heirs of his bloodline are those two.'

It would be better if the other one succeeded the position, but that one probably wouldn't accept it even if offered...

Yet he couldn't put a branch family member in charge when direct descendants were still alive.
Accepting Aria was, in fact, an inevitable choice for him.

If he hadn't accepted her, the Reinhardt family would have been in chaos for a while with branch family members vying for the position of head...

Moreover, their subordinate families would never want a sudden vacancy in the head position...
It would only make it harder to find justification to execute Duke Reinhardt.

Besides, to break the Reinhardt family's prestige, it was right to remove the current Duke Reinhardt from his position.

Fortunately, his children didn't seem to be on good terms with him...
If he missed this opportunity now, who knew when such a chance would come again.

'It's all well and good... but the question is whether Duke Charlotte alone can bring down Reinhardt...'

Whatever the case, he too had reached the realm of Sword Master.
In many ways, he was a bad match for Duke Charlotte, who usually targeted others from behind and attempted assassinations.

And to make matters worse, the opponent was none other than Duke Reinhardt...

A few years ago, he had already proven his military might by single-handedly defending his territory from monster attacks.

Strength, steadfastness, firmness.
Even arrogance that no one could touch him.

He possessed qualities that, even in the Emperor's eyes, truly befitted a ruler.

'Charlotte might somehow manage, but it would be difficult for him to protect everything alone like that man did.'

"...Reindel?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"What do you think? I'd like to hear your opinion."

"...I apologize, but what exactly are you asking?"

"Charlotte and Duke Reinhardt."

"....."

"If the two were to fight with killing intent, who do you think would win?"

"....."

A silence began to fill the room.
In that silence, the Emperor was quietly smiling.

In fact, he had asked the question expecting this kind of reaction.

Who could easily answer a question that was tantamount to determining the life or death of dukes?

It was a somewhat challenging question even for him, who knew all the circumstances.

"Hehehe... sorry, sorry, I was just curious about your reaction..."

"...If it were a matter that could be resolved ambiguously, I wouldn't know, but in a fight where life and death is determined, I have someone in mind."

"...Oh?"

Contrary to the Emperor's expectations, what came was Reindel's very confident voice.

Almost simultaneously, the Emperor's eyes sparkled.
As far as he knew, Reindel was never one to speak carelessly.

With his straightforward nature, he always spoke only his own thoughts.

"Oh... then who is it? This winner you have in mind."

"That is...."

***

Whoooosh.
The sound of wind battered my eardrums.

My feet, treading on thin air, flailed around without finding purchase.

Though I frantically flapped my arms in the air, without even feathers, I naturally couldn't fly.

"Eeeeeek!"

"...Hey, why are you so scared?"

"B-but, this place is scary no matter how many times I come... eeeek!!!"

Yes, why hide it?
I was currently flying through the air.

Or rather, more accurately, I was falling.

Simply hovering in the air isn't called flying, after all.

At this moment, I was like a chicken.
I was merely falling from a high place.

"Aaaaaahhhhh!!! I'm falling!!!"

"....."

...How noisy.
He knew what kind of place this was from the beginning.

If he was going to scream like this, I don't understand why he confidently entered first.

...Well, I suppose the situation was such that it would have been awkward to send just me...
For some reason, those guys seemed to resent him more than me.

From his perspective, it was naturally right to choose this path where he wouldn't face harsh treatment.

Instead, it looked quite scary, but... well.
Better to choose falling to death than being caught by them.

Besides, he was originally a pickpocket.
It was clear he wouldn't fare well if caught.

Even at a glance, those guys seemed quite organized... they would punish him in their own way.

And from what I heard, some of them had actually been victims of this guy... he might suffer worse than I imagined.

'It seems a bit much to kill someone just for stealing a few times.'

Besides, he was the one who brought me here in the first place.
I might have found another way eventually, but for me who desperately needed time, he provided quite an appropriate compromise.

Recognizing that contribution, I couldn't let him die here.
At least, not until I had completely left this place.

Though his constant whimpering in my ear was a bit annoying, I could understand that much.

If this place truly led to the underground of the Arena.
I could tolerate that much.

"Hey, but what happens to us now?"

"Kyaaaaaaah!!!"

"...Um, hey... kid."

"Hyaaaaaaah!!!"

"....."

...Conversation is impossible.
I shook my head as I looked at the wide-open mouth of the kid who, even while falling, never let go of my clothes.

From what I heard, he seemed to have come and gone from this place quite a bit without me, so why was he so scared...

Could it be that he always had companions?
Well, as a pickpocket, he probably had wide connections, so it's not impossible...

I began to question whether it was possible for someone with his social skills to make friends.

'...By the way, how far are we going to fall?'

I looked at the ceiling once.
And then at the floor again.

Looking at the surrounding space that was still nothing but darkness, I sighed once more at the current situation.

No matter how underground it was, it was still a space.
Especially with a town right above, they would naturally have to be careful when creating space underground...

How on earth could they create such a large space right below a town?

And... how did this kid get the entrance and the medium to open it?

It had been about 30 seconds since we started falling at a terrifying speed.
I inwardly marveled at this enormous and dark space.

'Well... I can kind of guess how this kid got that necklace...'

He probably pickpocketed it from someone.
I don't know who he stole it from, but...

It seemed laughable even to me that someone skilled enough to create a space like this would have their pocket picked by a mere child... but if that wasn't the case, there was no other way to explain the current situation.

I couldn't imagine that a kid who made a living pickpocketing in a place like this would have the connections to easily obtain such things.

'Well... by that logic, it's also hard to understand why a magical engineer capable of creating such facilities would make and hide an underground space of this scale in a place like this...'

Was it the Arena that ordered this to be built?
Does Duke Charlotte know about all of this?

Even as I fell, thoughts continued to race through my mind.

"B-brother, hold your nose!!"

"...What?!"

"There's water below!!!"

Splash!

Simultaneously, a cold sensation spread throughout my body.

Ch.302 - Wave
The feeling of water entering my nose and ears wasn't particularly pleasant.

More than anything else, it was that slight foreign sensation. The kind you'd expect from stagnant water that had been sitting for too long—it felt incredibly unpleasant to me.

With the feeling like I was swimming in an ancient swamp, I quickly covered my nose and mouth as I shot up toward the surface.

Splash!
Soon after, a tremendous gasp burst forth as fresh air began flowing through my mouth and nose.

My head, which had been submerged, finally broke through the surface.

*I need something nearby to support myself...!*

Obviously, this wasn't a lake.
Not a river, not a puddle, and certainly not the sea.

This was simply water collected inside some massive facility.

If this had been a river or lake, there would have been some terrain nearby to cling to...
The possibility that there might not even be a bottom to this place was making me more anxious than anything else.

Plus, without a single light, I couldn't see properly ahead...
At this rate, even if there was land or a structure nearby, I might miss it completely.

*I'm not sure how well I can swim with one hand, but...!*

It would be a hundred times better than swimming around blindly like this.

With that thought, I raised one hand above the water's surface and cast a simple spell.

"Light."

A basic spell like Fireball.
It was so fundamental that even people who hadn't specifically studied magic could use it.

Almost simultaneously with my incantation, a dazzling ball of light emerged from my palm.

It was a bit small.
Nevertheless, it was bright enough to illuminate the surroundings.

"...Did I get separated from that kid halfway through the fall?"

Looking around the now slightly brighter surroundings, I searched for the little one who had been clinging to my shoulder until just moments ago.

We were definitely together until we fell...
But somehow, I couldn't see them after the fall.

I couldn't hear any cries for help either...
Had they already swum out?

*...Or maybe they're just sinking?*

To be fair, the kid's build and strength did seem insufficient for breaking through the surface and swimming out.

Looking around, I still couldn't see any movement besides my own.

If there had been even small ripples, I might have noticed...
The fact that I couldn't sense any movement at all meant...?

Feeling uneasy, I shook my head.

Although I hadn't known them for long, I never imagined we'd part ways like this...

"Puha!!! What...what's this...?! Why...why is there nothing...?!"

"...Huh?"

"Ka...keh, s-save me!!!"

"...Oh."

"B-bro, where...kack...sob...!!"

So they're alive.
How are they still alive?

Oh...

Just as an exclamation of surprise escaped my lips, the kid's gaze turned toward me.

"I'm drow...help m-hack...!!"

"....."

"You bas...tard...hack...!!"

As I watched them flailing their arms in the water, splashing about, they used all their strength to wave their arms toward me.

They seemed to be asking for help...
Honestly, I was already pushing myself pretty hard, so I hesitated a bit.

Even for the most basic spell, maintaining magic while swimming through water of unknown size wasn't an easy task.

In a situation where I needed to conserve energy, how long could I last carrying this kid who clearly couldn't swim properly?

I knew I should save a life if I could.
But my life as an assassin for so long instinctively rejected the idea.

It warned me that saving this child might cause me trouble later, that I couldn't guarantee my own safety.

*...What should I do?*

"Don't just...hack...stare, help me...!"

"....."

My deliberation didn't last long.
After all, I still didn't know the geography of this place.

One way or another, I was short on time, so naturally I had to be the one to give in.

The kid, who seemed to have been here before, probably knew more about this place than I did, a first-timer.

Though I honestly couldn't understand why someone who had been here before couldn't swim and was making such a fuss...but this wasn't the time to question that.

*I just need to throw them something that can float.*

"Catch."

I quickly created something that could serve as a flotation device, and the kid climbed on top of it, panting heavily to catch their breath.

At the same time, their somewhat resentful gaze turned toward me.
With their wet eyes and hair, they somehow looked even more pitiful.

"Cough..!! Y-you could have...saved me sooner..."

"Never mind that. How do we get out of here? You've been here before, so you should know."

"...You're really annoying. Over there, just go straight that way."

After pointing out the direction, the kid practically collapsed on the object I had thrown them.

But I didn't feel any particular weight as I pulled it along.
Was it because of buoyancy, or was this kid just that light?

Either way, it wasn't my concern, so I simply continued forward, guiding the ball of light with one hand.

After some time had passed,
I began to see the faint silhouette of land in the distance.

*That must be it...right?*

Worried it might be another trap, I carefully scanned the surroundings, but all I could see was what appeared to be normal land.

No mechanical devices.
Nothing that looked like a trap.

Besides, there didn't seem to be anywhere else to go right now...

My body, already exhausted from being in the water for so long, was desperately craving rest.

This wasn't a place with sunlight like the surface...
My body temperature had already dropped considerably.

"W-we're almost there...!! Just...just a little more...!!"

"...Be quiet and stay still. I'm already struggling enough having to carry you too."

To recover my lost body heat, and for the sake of this noisy kid making a fuss behind me, I had no choice but to head toward that place.

*...By the way, if the land is this far from where we fell, this definitely isn't a place where a child who can't swim could survive falling in...*

"Wh-what is it...? Why are you looking at me like that..."

"....."

"Y-you're not planning to abandon me, are you?! R-really not, right?! Huh?!"

"...Can I ask you one thing?"

"Huh...? Wh-what is it...?"

"Have you really been here before?"

"What...? Why suddenly..."

"You clearly can't swim properly... If you came here alone, I don't think you'd be alive like this now."

"N-no, I'm telling you something's strange?!"

".....?"

"There used to be a boat right where we fell, I swear...!!"

"...A boat?"

"Yes...! I always used it whenever I came here..."

"...And now there's not even a trace of it?"

"I'm telling you something's strange! I said that when we fell too, that something was weird!!"

...Indeed, I think they did say something like that.
It did seem odd how panicked they were when falling, considering they supposedly knew there was water below.

Unlike others, this kid had admitted to having been here several times before.

Unless they were suffering from short-term memory loss, being that panicked was strange by any reasonable standard.

*...It was weird how they weren't afraid of the water below despite not knowing how to swim.*

So they said that with the confidence that there would be a boat below?
What would have happened to them if I hadn't come along... seriously.

While mentally blaming the kid for their recklessness, I tilted my head, pondering another unresolved question.

*...If what they're saying is true, where did that boat disappear to?*

As I said, this isn't a river.
There was no current or tide flowing here.

That means if something was placed here, it would stay in place unless someone moved it...

*...Since a boat wouldn't move on its own, I have to assume someone came here and moved it?*

But who?
Who would come to such a damp, secluded place?

Just as anxiety began to surge within me, a strange sound started to reach my ears.

".....?"

"...Wh-what's that sound...?"

It was... yes.
The sound you hear when you put a seashell to your ear.

The sound of a massive wave approaching.

"....!!"

"....!!!"

The wave swept over us.
And in that state, we were inevitably carried to the land we had seen earlier.

Because waves crash toward the shore.
We, caught in it, had no choice.

"Cough...hack...ptui...!! I think something got in my mouth...?"

Ptui, ptui, ptui, ptui.
Spitting out the foreign substance in my mouth, I barely managed to stand up on land.

"....."

"Wow."

And I was left speechless.

Ch.303 - In Detail
The first feeling of stepping on land after a long time was "soft."

"...?"

Not firm or sturdy, but soft.
Even I couldn't believe my own senses, so I stomped on the ground several times, but the feeling remained the same.

My senses couldn't be wrong.
If they could be damaged by being submerged in water for just a few minutes, they should have been ruined long ago.

A pleasant softness reminiscent of marshmallows.
That's what I was feeling from the ground itself.

Since it wasn't made of soil or rock... it probably wasn't naturally formed.

Who on earth came all the way down here to create something like this?
Did the Charlotte family know about this facility on their land?

If it were anything else, I might not care, but this was a magical engineering facility.
If they knew about it, they certainly would have reported it to the imperial family.

Magical engineers are that valuable.
Especially since people capable of building facilities of this caliber are rare even among existing magical engineers.

The Charlotte family, loyal to the imperial family, wouldn't have failed to report this.
And if they had reported it, whoever created all this would have been captured long ago.

The current emperor is quite greedy for talented individuals, which makes it even less likely that anyone would still be here.

"The disappearance of that ship is concerning... but at least nothing seems about to jump out at me right now..."

That's fortunate, I suppose.
Knowing nothing about this place, I honestly wouldn't be confident in winning against whatever might appear.

Tap tap tap tap.
Boing boing boing.

When I tapped my toes on the ground, my foot bounced back with that soft sensation.

"This is... quite interesting."

Silicone? Or maybe sponge?
But it doesn't seem to wobble even when I jump on it...

It doesn't appear to have absorbed any water either, which made my thoughts grow increasingly complex.

Not long after, the kid who had been hanging on my shoulder fell weakly to the floor.

Thump, thump, thump.
He bounced exactly three times before landing.

Thanks to the soft floor, he didn't seem to have lost consciousness...
I looked at him sitting on the ground, catching his breath.

"Cough... hack!"

"...Still coughing?"

"Wa...water in my nose...kuhng...!"

Of course water got in his nose...
After diving in so carelessly.

With my back to the kid who was stating the obvious as if it weren't, I looked around once more.

Strangely soft ground.
And a slight but definitely perceptible breeze.

Even a faint light, so weak I couldn't tell where it was coming from.

I unconsciously frowned at the alien environment that was hard to believe was deep underground.

Setting everything else aside.
The presence of light itself was unbelievable.

"Even if a breeze is possible... is it really possible to bring light to such a deep place?"

If one could drill a hole all the way down here, it would certainly be possible...
But as I said, drilling a hole to such depths was nearly impossible.

Of course, someone skilled enough might be able to do it, but thinking about it, there wasn't really any reason to.

Rather than drilling a hole all the way down here,
one could simply use a simple light spell.

The more I thought about this incongruous scene, the more I sighed with concern.

"...So, where are we?"

"Ugh... hack... keck..."

"Shouldn't you be done coughing by now? It strongly feels like you're doing it on purpose."

"K...kuhm, am I... caught? He...hehe..."

"Yes, you're caught, so start talking now."

Where is this place, and how do you know about it?

My question seemed to catch him off guard.
He continued to avoid answering.

And I continued to repeat the same question.

If it were someone else, I might not care, but there were several suspicious aspects about a mere pickpocket who lived in back alleys stumbling upon a place like this by chance.

The expensive-looking necklace he had, which didn't match his circumstances, was one such thing.
It seemed to be the key needed to open the entrance to this place...

A necklace with such a sophisticated design couldn't be easily found even in the capital's marketplace, let alone in a place like this.

Unless he was a regular visitor to the Arena, it didn't make sense for a kid like this to possess such an item.

"And with that design, it could easily fetch a gold coin or two just based on appearance, so it's strange that he kept it instead of selling it."

If he were just a pickpocket, there would be no need to use such a secret passage.

Moreover, from my experience, it took considerable time to open the entrance to this place.
It wasn't the kind of place a fleeing pickpocket would use as an escape route.

Deciding that further thought was pointless,
I created a knife and held it to his throat with a whatever-happens-happens attitude.

I knew the possibility was extremely slim... but I had to consider that he might have approached me deliberately.

Otherwise, an ordinary pickpocket wouldn't know about a place like this.
And he certainly wouldn't know that this underground area was connected to the Arena.

If nothing else, the information that somewhere in this underground was directly connected to the Arena was something one could only learn by entering it personally.

A child this young couldn't have entered the Arena without being detected.

That left only two possibilities.

"Where did you get this?"

Either everything was a complete lie from the beginning.
Or... he heard about it from whoever gave him this necklace.

I don't know what kind of person would create a passage to a massive facility like the Arena in a place like this, but in the current situation, there was no other explanation.

"K...kack!"

"You'd better speak quickly. I usually don't kill people... but that doesn't mean I can't."

"I'll...I'll talk! Keck-huck!"

If it was the former, I could just finish this by teaching this brat a lesson... but if it was the latter.

I needed to hear about it in detail for future reference.

Very, very detailed.

***

Tony Smithson, a pitiful child who had to take care of his sick mother all alone without anyone's help.

In this vast, desolate, and poor place,
there weren't many ways for young children like Tony to earn money.

At best, they could volunteer as porters for merchants who occasionally came through, or receive meager payments for running errands for others.

That money wasn't enough to cover his sick mother's medicine, let alone provide proper meals for himself, so before long, the boy changed his mind.

Like others did.
Like the older boys did.

He decided he would live by taking money from people who wouldn't help him or his family.

"My, they sell accessories even in a place like this?"

"Of course, ma'am. After all, people live here too."

"Oh my... certainly, being where beggars live, the designs are quite unique... hohoho!"

"Ha...haha, so... ma'am, did you find anything you like...?"

"Hmm... well alright, since I came all this way, I should get at least one souvenir... huh?"

"What's wrong, miss?"

"My... my wallet? Where did my wallet go?!"

Fortunately, he had deft hands.
And he had benefited greatly from that skill so far.

He stole money, possessions, and jewels.
Sometimes he stole a bit of food or medicine.

Of course, since he only stole from notoriously cruel people in the area or wealthy visitors, the locals didn't pay much attention to his activities.

Unlike other places,
here, if you got robbed, it was your own fault.

No matter how important a person might be, as long as they themselves weren't harmed, they had no intention of reporting a cute and helpful child like Tony.

Besides pickpocketing,
Tony also earned daily wages by helping people around him.

No one in this village wanted to hinder a child who was still so young yet would do anything to tenaciously support his sick mother.

The people living here had long been united under the name of poverty.

About half a year after he started pickpocketing,

"That... person looks rich..."

His radar detected someone.
An old man suspiciously wrapped in a shabby robe.

Ch.304 - Hyung... Do You Know How To Fight?
The first meeting was somewhat chaotic, but the child and the man became good friends in their own way.

Well, honestly, the age gap was too large to truly call them friends.
But they say true friendship knows no age.

They just got along well together, and everyone around them eventually came to think of the two as friends.

*What...? Me and this old guy?! That's ridiculous...!!*

*I know I look young, but to say I'm friends with such a young child? That joke goes too far. Hahaha...*

Of course, both of them genuinely detested and rejected this characterization.
But to everyone else, they still appeared to be good friends.

Almost no one truly believed their relationship was bad.

After all, good friends often fight as part of their daily routine.
The saying that no friendship grows without occasional fights isn't without merit.

As time passed, and the once-small boy was finally becoming capable of standing on his own.

Without any warning.
The man bid him farewell.

Leaving behind just a necklace whose purpose was unknown, telling him to do whatever he wanted with it.

And just like that, he slipped away from this slum.

*...Bastard.*

Leaving behind the boy who had constantly complained about wanting to escape this wretched place.

***

"...So, someone you don't even know gave you this and left?"

"Yes..."

"...Are you sure you're not experiencing headaches or hallucinations..."

"Oh come on, seriously...!! No, I'm not! If I were, how could I have guided you here?!"

"....."

Well, he has a point...
But it's still hard to believe.

A man he randomly met on the street happened to be a skilled magical engineer capable of building a facility like this, and somehow he managed to convince this engineer to give him the keys to such a place before leaving?

Looking at it objectively.
A mere kid who isn't nobility and has nothing to his name...?

Honestly, even objectively speaking, it doesn't make sense.
Above all, such coincidences don't happen frequently.

Seeing my suspicious gaze, perhaps becoming conscious of my skepticism, his voice rose in pitch as he began to throw a fit.

"I'm telling you, it's true!!"

"...Well, I suppose that's not what's important right now."

In this situation, the only thing important to me was information about this place.

If I had a bit more time, I would have spent a few hours exploring this place myself, but that wasn't possible in the current situation.

I needed to wrap this up as quickly as possible.
I had to enter the Arena and rescue him—though I wasn't even certain if he was still alive...

I couldn't waste time in a place like this instead of the Arena.

Well... if this place truly connected to the Arena as claimed, that would be fortunate...
But if not, I would have to rethink my entire plan from the beginning, which would be even more problematic.

*I hope what this kid is saying is true...*

It would be best to prepare for the worst-case scenario.
You never know what might happen and when.

Especially in a place as suspicious as this one.

"...So, where is this hole that supposedly leads to the Arena?"

"Ugh... this is gross, I'm all wet..."

"I don't have much time... let's quickly get to that first..."

"Ptui... ptui ptui!! Ugh... it's salty..."

"....."

This kid is so restless.
Not understanding my urgency.

I was wringing out my soaked clothes while approaching the kid who was making a fuss about the water tasting salty....

...Huh?

*...Salty? The water?*

I tasted it again just to be sure, and it really was salty.
Was I too distracted earlier to notice? How is this possible?

*...Is that water from the sea?*

Of course, since this is the western edge, there would naturally be a sea nearby...

But the actual distance from here to the sea wasn't particularly short.

Even on horseback, it would take several hours at least.
Yet, they drew seawater all the way here...?

Why...?

Just as the question "why" began to form in my mind regarding the creator's inexplicable eccentricity, I felt something brush against my foot.

"What are you doing? Come on, you said we need to hurry."

"...Ah, it was you."

"...Huh? What's that supposed to mean?"

"...Nothing, let's go."

Rather than wondering why there was seawater here,
Moving forward was more important right now.

I pushed down the questions bubbling up in my mind and followed the kid.

Whatever the case, in this place, his words carried more weight than mine, so not knowing the geography, I had no choice but to quietly follow him.

I didn't want to get lost by wandering off somewhere.
I quickened my pace to stay close behind him.

"You're too close..."

"If that bothers you, you can walk faster."

"....."

"As I said before, I don't have time. The faster we go, the better it is for me."

"...Fine, fine, I'll walk faster. This way."

We walked for quite some time.
Long enough that I was aware of how much time had passed.

Perhaps it was natural that it would take time, given the considerable distance from the entrance to the Arena.

But actually walking for this long,
A corner of my mind began to feel uneasy.

The uncertainty of whether I was on the right path.

While I had long ago memorized the geography above ground, this was my first time underground, and this cave-like place that seemed endless was enough to plant a small seed of anxiety in my heart.

*Even if I try to spread my mana to understand the surrounding terrain, those magical engineering devices are interfering...*

I don't know why such devices were installed in a place like this.
But at this moment, I was literally like a frog trapped in a well, unable to see an inch ahead.

*Having to rely on a child like this is... uncomfortable.*

It would have been nice if the status window could provide some help...
Anyway, this thing is nothing but a useless ornament for observation, nothing more, nothing less.

Always helping with things I didn't ask for...
Someday, I really want to punch the face of that goddess who gave me this thing as a "gift" and "reward."

"...By the way."

"Yes? What is it now?"

"No, it's just..."

This place is, how should I put it.
Utterly desolate.

My honest impression escaped my lips before I knew it.

Well, that's understandable.
Throughout our walk, all I'd seen were a few tufts of grass and barren rocks.

The ground had a strange elasticity to it.
And the light was so faint that I could barely see ahead.

A truly bizarre facility.

But even considering all that, this place was too empty.

Except for the occasional magical engineering devices, a few tufts of grass,
And various rock formations, there was literally nothing here.

Even for an underground facility with little sunlight,
Creating landscaping shouldn't be difficult for someone capable of building such a facility...

*It doesn't seem like this place was built for human habitation...*

If this place was built for some purpose, there should normally be traces of that purpose.

But there were no traces left here.
No indication of who stayed here or for what purpose it was built.

If there really is a passage to the Arena here, it was clearly designed with some purpose in mind...

But right now, I couldn't clearly determine what that purpose was.
At the very least, there should be some small traces left to make deductions from.

*Hmm... apart from the strangely undulating ground, there doesn't seem to be anything unusual...?*

"...Ah, right...! Hey!!"

"...Hmm? What is it?"

"Um... I was just wondering..."

"....?"

As I continued these useless musings,
The kid who had been guiding me suddenly clung tightly to my waist.

...What's with this sudden affection?
Especially from someone who was bickering with me just moments ago?

I could feel my expression contorting visibly.

"Can you fight? You seemed pretty capable earlier... hehe..."

"..Fight?"

Why is he suddenly asking about that?
Perhaps reading my expression, he spoke before I could finish.

"Well... there are paths we must go through before reaching the passage."

"And?"

"There are... some strange guys there..."

"..Strange guys?"

"They're all black, and they swing swords at anyone who approaches!! They're trying to drive people away!!"

"..What?"

...All black, and they swing swords when approached?
What... some kind of guards?

Ch.305 - Respect
Grrrr...
Grrrrrrrr...

Several shadowy figures appeared before us, gnashing their teeth.

Black skeletons.
Yes, they were black skeletons.

With empty eye sockets.
Bodies reduced to nothing but bones.
A sight that could never be mistaken for a living person.

They were ordinary skeletons in every way, except that their bones were stained pitch black.

*Well, I suppose blackened skeletons aren't exactly common anywhere.*

But that wasn't important right now.
What mattered was that these creatures clearly harbored hostile intentions toward us.

My physical condition wasn't great for engaging in intense combat while looking after this kid, regardless of what others might think.

From the underground prison of the Arena to this place.
During all that time, I hadn't had a single moment of proper rest.

Obviously, my body—abused for so long in that prison—couldn't recover in such a short time. To be honest, I felt like I could collapse at any moment.

I was forcing my body to move because of our limited time...
My current physical state was such that it wouldn't be surprising if I collapsed anywhere, anytime.

I lowered my head again to look at the kid who was now clutching my waist and trembling.

If I were alone, I might manage somehow...
But could I fight while protecting this kid too?

My silence carried that implicit meaning.

"W-what is it? Why are you looking at me like that...?"

"...Nothing, just thinking."

"D-don't tell me you're planning to abandon me? I... I really did my best to guide you...!!"

"I'm not, so just stay still. If those things—ah."

Damn it.
They've already noticed us.

Well, if we're this close and making this much noise, it would be strange if they didn't notice.

"Click, click, click, clickclickclickclick!!"

As expected, they suddenly started rapidly clicking their teeth.

The sound of their teeth clacking together was unbearably loud.

Thud, thud.
The unmistakable sound of footsteps approaching us.

I didn't know how creatures without ears or eyes could detect us.
But one thing was certain—they had definitely noticed our presence.

And they were holding swords in their hands.
Their slow movements didn't seem particularly threatening, but their numbers were certainly not something to ignore.

Plus, I now had an extra burden.
I had never been taught how to fight while protecting a child who must weigh at least several dozen kilograms.

*There's not much space to pass through... with this many of them...*

I could quickly deal with them using Dragon Language, but if I used it now, I would certainly collapse.

Even at full strength, I could only use it once or twice. In my current state, the aftermath was all too predictable.

It seemed like they attacked everyone who entered this place.
If that was the case, I couldn't be sure whether I'd survive after collapsing.

Moreover, these were undead.
Defeating them once didn't mean they couldn't move again.

There was a high probability that after an hour or two, they would reattach themselves and start making that clicking noise all over again, which is why I couldn't afford to waste my strength.

In this uncertain situation, depleting all my energy would obviously derail my plans.

If possible, I wanted to avoid fighting...

"Click, click... clickclickclick."

"...I guess that's not going to be possible, is it?"

I adjusted my stance.

***

Fighting—something painful and frightening.
For a young boy, that was all fighting represented.

No matter how much time he'd spent with thugs while picking pockets, those were only indirect experiences. He had never personally hit anyone.

No matter how angry he got, he was small and weak.
He had always backed down, believing he couldn't fight back in the first place.

Similarly, he didn't enjoy seeing others in pain, so he hadn't spent much time watching people fight.

Except for seeing low-life thugs picking fights with each other.
This was essentially the first real fight he had ever witnessed.

And not just between people, but between a person and monsters.

Whack!
Crack!

*Wooooow....*

He was amazed.
No, he couldn't help but be amazed.

No matter how light he might be, he still weighed at least several dozen kilograms.
That was almost the weight of a sack of rice.

Yet this person was carrying him with just one arm while moving so quickly.
He must be even stronger than Butcher Hans...

Honestly, when he first saw him, he hadn't seemed very reliable...
But now, in this situation, he was anything but unreliable—he was incredibly dependable.

"Ha... there are so damn many of them. Really..."

Crack!
Snap, crunch!

As the man carrying him swung his right arm, the skeletons surrounded by that ominous black energy were shattered one after another.

It wasn't particularly strong or sharp.
Just an incredibly hard club.

What he held in his hand looked like an ordinary club, but its effectiveness far surpassed most bladed weapons.

Not trying to kill someone.
Just crushing bones.

If you don't have the strength to cut through bone, bladed weapons are useless from the start.

He knew this well.
That's why he chose a solid club instead of a blade.

Ankle bones, thigh bones, kneecaps, and more.
Countless black bones were completely pulverized as if meat was being butchered.

Each time, chilling sounds echoed throughout the chamber.

Sounds that could almost be mistaken for human screams.
However, they were far too alien to be human voices.

Clatter, clatter!
The broken bones twitched on the floor.

*Could it be... is he targeting just the lower body to immobilize them?*

If so, that was even more impressive.

To be able to aim so precisely while jumping around in all directions?
And while carrying someone who weighed as much as a sack of rice with just one arm?

This guy who seemed only a few years older than himself?

The boy felt a thrill at this realization.
Almost simultaneously, nearly all the skeletons began rushing toward them at once.

They probably thought they couldn't do anything by attacking one at a time.
Honestly, even as he just hung there, he could understand how the battle was unfolding.

The situation was that overwhelming.

Crack!
If they came, he shattered their legs.

Crash, bang, bang!
If they came in groups, he threw them to break their formation.

Clatter, clatter, clatter!
Skeletons with intact lower bodies and waists could only twitch on the ground, unable to stand up.

Who could possibly stop him?
Even if such a person existed, these slow-moving skeletons certainly couldn't.

Whoooosh!
Especially if that opponent could use magic too.

A ball of fire consumed all that ominous black energy.

Even though he was just a kid with no knowledge of magic,
he could immediately tell that the power of that spell far exceeded what ordinary people could use.

Otherwise, how could the hard floor be cratered like that?

Smoke billowed up and entered his nostrils.
The acrid smoke and smell of burning bones stimulated his brain.

"...Don't have time to waste in a place like this."

"W-what?"

"...Nothing, just talking to myself. Anyway, are you sure there's a passage if we keep going that way?"

"Y-yes! I've never gone in there myself, but... I sometimes hear sounds coming from there, so I'm sure!"

"...Sounds?"

"Well, you know... rough-looking men whispering to each other. Sometimes they even shout..."

"...I see."

If that's the case... well.
It's almost certain then.

The big bro—come to think of it, he still didn't know his name.
The nameless man shot forward in an instant.

He moved so fast that none of the other skeletons could even touch him.

Why hadn't he moved this fast until now...
Ah, was he conserving his strength?

If so, that would explain why he had been moving so casually until now.
Certainly, he couldn't go all out without knowing where the exit was.

*But... does that mean he casually fought and defeated all those monsters by himself?*

Thump-thump-thump.
For some reason, Tony felt a deep sense of admiration welling up inside him.

Ch.306 - Revisit
Breaking something is surprisingly simple.
All you need to do is swing something stronger than whatever you want to break.

No need for precise control or proper trajectory planning.

Just WHAM, with all your might.
Break it, shatter it, crush it—that's all there is to it.

With my normal body, breaking these skulls—much harder than steel—would have been impossible, but thankfully, my mana-enhanced body made it possible.

The technique knights commonly use.
Strengthening one's body with mana—an extremely simple skill.

There isn't a single accomplished knight who doesn't use this method, and my father, the Duke Reinhardt, who was once famous as a Sword Master, was nearly unmatched in this area.

*I only caught glimpses of it back then, just watching casually over his shoulder...*

Now that I've become somewhat accustomed to using mana, I understand.

I shouldn't have wasted that time. To change reality, I should have learned that method more thoroughly back then.

Or at least practiced more.
Then I wouldn't be swinging like this, with no proper foundation.

CRASH!
Despite everything, my mana-enhanced body demonstrated tremendous destructive power, though there were still regrets.

Even for me, who had never swung anything before.
It gave me such immense strength.

I could feel the power growing in my grip as I held the iron club.

"Eeeek?!"

"Stay put. If you fall off, I won't pick you up again."

"Y-yes...!!"

After grabbing the little one who was dangling precariously at my waist, I continued running forward.

Black skeletons kept blocking my path, but it didn't matter much.

CRACK!
I just had to break them.

These skeletons, barely able to move properly, were no match for me.

Well... it was quite annoying how they kept getting up no matter how many times I hit them...
But once I shattered them completely, they stopped rising as frequently.

It seems they can regenerate bones, but reconnecting completely separated pieces is difficult.

If even this hadn't worked, I was planning to carry around their shin bones one by one, so I was quite relieved it ended here.

*I wonder... why and for what purpose were these things created?*

Even as I easily dodged the sword of a skeleton that approached me with sluggish movements, I couldn't stop thinking.

These skeletons stayed only in this area.
That means someone created them for some purpose.

Of course, I couldn't rule out the possibility that they were magical beasts, but if that were the case, they should have been moving throughout the entire vicinity, not just confined to this area.

WHOOSH.
Despite my efforts to avoid the skeletons, a sharp current of air grazed my cheek.

*Certainly... the increasing number of skeletons as I go forward suggests I'm heading in the right direction.*

I wasn't sure if this path actually led to the Arena...
It could actually lead somewhere else entirely.

Feeling an inexplicable uneasiness, I continued forward.
And each time, black skeletons kept appearing from who knows where.

There were no holes around, no piles of bones... where were they all coming from?

*It can't be necromancy, can it? Necromancers disappeared from the Empire ages ago.*

Besides, even if this really was necromancy, there were too many strange points.

First, necromancy can only be used on dead people.
While there might be bodies on the surface, it was unlikely to find so many corpses deep underground.

And all of them knew how to use weapons.
They must have been knights or people of similar caliber.

Even as skeletons, the path of martial arts cultivated over a lifetime doesn't easily disappear.

Even to my eyes, these skeletons' swordsmanship was quite impressive.
I was barely able to dodge because they lacked muscles, making their movements somewhat unnatural and thankfully visible.

*There's no reason for knights of that caliber to fall and die in a place like this. And if such a major incident had occurred, rumors would have spread...*

Moreover, it was strange that a necromancer capable of controlling so many skeletons would be residing in a facility built by a magical engineer of this scale.

Necromancers were clearly designated as evil by the Empire.

Without special circumstances...
Necromancers were shunned by almost everyone.

*Most people wouldn't even let them into their homes, let alone allow them to set up base in their lair.*

Well... there were other possibilities.
The owner of this lair might be absent... then necromancers fleeing from the Empire and the Church might have slipped in to hide.

But even so, if the owner knew necromancers had invaded their home, they wouldn't have left it without any defenses.

No matter how overwhelmingly strong one side was.
If a fight had broken out, there should have been at least some small resistance or commotion.

The fact that there were no rumors meant no fight had occurred in the first place.

In other words, it was premature to conclude that these skeletons were being controlled by necromancers.

*If not necromancers... could these also be magical engineering devices?*

If so, it would make sense...
But can such things be created through magical engineering?

The unique skill of combining magic and technology.
Honestly, I thought it couldn't surpass the mechanical engineering and civilization of the 21st century...

*...But that level would certainly surpass it.*

I seemed to need to change that thought a bit.
No wonder I couldn't find any trace of human presence around here.

*Seeing how they keep appearing, it seems like they're trying to prevent anyone from going this way...*

But why go to such lengths?
Is there a special reason?

Even if this really was a passage to the Arena, there was no need for such tight security...

It was incomprehensible.
...Did the Arena owner threaten them with a sword to stop intruders?

But the black energy surrounding them was strangely concerning...
I also questioned whether mere magical engineering devices could mimic such intricate movements.

While other things might be possible, devices capable of mimicking such precise movements would be rare even in the Imperial Palace.

*Whatever the case, someone who's hidden their identity to the extent that even the Imperial Palace doesn't know... must have their reasons.*

CLANG!
I continued forward, deflecting the sword of an approaching skeleton.

Whatever the situation, I was now an intruder who needed to enter that place.

The dark passage continued endlessly.
And the dark skeletons, seemingly tireless, kept appearing from somewhere to hinder me.

They swung swords, threw shields, and when all else failed, they clung to my body, using all their strength to stop me.

Well... in retrospect, these were all futile actions.
But for me, with absolutely limited time, they were all fatal hindrances.

Even now, the numerous small wounds I got from trying to move forward quickly were not insignificant.

A few might be tolerable.
But this many minor wounds were indeed bothersome even to me.

*Well, at least... I seem to have broken through.*

"H-hey, now's the time!! Now, hurry!!"

"I know, so stop nagging. You'll attract more skeletons with that noise."

Despite having shouted loudly just moments ago, the kid who had been clinging to my back continued to squeal loudly.

The path ahead was finally clear.
How long I had waited for this...

The thought of the path I had cleared being blocked again because of him made my head spin.

"That won't do."

One step, two steps.
Once again, I enhance my body with mana for those tiny steps.

WHOOSH!
A thunderous sound erupts as I kick off.

Almost simultaneously, my vision rapidly sweeps past my surroundings.

At that moment, with the scream of the child on my back...
A beam of light entered from above.

"...Is that it?"

Thud.
Creeeeak.

"...Huh? What's this kid?"

"A guard...? No, those bastards wouldn't come to a place like this...?"

"Hey, kid, what are you doing coming out from there, huh?"

The musty smell of sweat and the tangy scent of blood.
All of these brushed past my nose.

"...Oh."

Looks like I found the right place.

Ch.307 - Ooh~ Look Who's Here, The Wolf Cub!
"Ack... cough..."

"Ugh... sh... damn it..."

"Quiet. I'm sure I told you not to even breathe loudly."

"Y-yes sir!!"

Subduing the prisoners in the jail was as easy as eating cold porridge.
Not everyone here was as strong as that man.

No matter how many crimes these vicious prisoners had committed before being caught, they were no match for me, someone who had already crossed countless lines between life and death.

No, it would be strange if they could match me at all.
I've fought beings that weren't even human, if only briefly.

There's no way I would lose to mere criminals, no matter how evil.

"Keep your head turned and stay still. The moment your mouth opens, consider yourself dead."

"Urgh..."

"Answer me."

"Y-yes sir."

There was no need to fear these people who had already submitted to overwhelming violence.

If they showed any sign of making a loud noise,
they would immediately realize what punishment awaited them.

Unlike with others, I had no desire to show mercy to criminals, so I could use physical force with a clear conscience.

"B-big bro, but... what are you planning to do? Everyone here is dangerous, aren't they?"

"....."

That's right. They're all dangerous people.
At least to a village kid, the faces of everyone here would look terribly fierce.

Besides, this wasn't really an appropriate place for an innocent child who knew nothing.

I rummaged through my pocket to see if there was anything useful.

What came out were a few empty scrolls.
I always carried some for emergencies.

'This should be enough.'

I took one of those papers, held it in my hand, and infused it with mana.

A purple magic circle appeared on the scroll.

Invisible Dream.
A basic spell so fundamental that even the incantation could be skipped.

The effect wasn't much.
It just erased the caster's presence.

True to being a basic spell, its effect was so minimal that anyone with even a little magical training could easily notice it.

But it would be more than enough to slip past those dull-witted skeletons.
From my experiments on the way here, those skeletons didn't seem to have any specific device for detecting mana.

"Wooow..."

I handed the completed scroll to the kid, whose eyes had changed when looking at me.

"Take this and go back. If you see those skeletons from earlier, tear this and you'll be able to return safely."

"Uh... huh?"

"Oh, and... before you go, tell me how to get out of this place."

Otherwise, I wouldn't be able to leave.

I didn't bother saying the rest.
I was already busy enough watching for guards.

Besides, he wasn't the type to throw a tantrum about not wanting to leave...
Someone so concerned about their own safety had no reason to stay here.

"Th-then, what about the m-money? You promised more..."

"...Ah."

Right, that's true.
I did promise him that.

It wasn't a large amount, but I remember having a few coins in my pocket.

In the capital, it wouldn't be much, but...
Here, this amount would be enough to live well for a few days.

For just showing the way, this was clearly a profitable deal from his perspective.

"Here, you can take what's inside too. It's not very useful to me anyway. You can sell it for more money."

"R-really?"

"Yes, and... if possible, you should tear that paper later. It's hastily made, so the quality isn't very good."

"Y-yes! Then I'll be going now!!"

"Sure."

His head disappeared through the hole we had entered, and
soon after, his voice echoed from inside the hole.

-Big bro, thanks for the money!! Make sure you survive!!

'...What's he saying.'

There was no need to say such things.
Whatever happens, I will survive.

"First... let's get out of this stuffy prison and then think."

I created a longsword different from my usual one.
Then I shifted my body to the left.

The swordsmanship of the Reinhardt family that I learned long ago.

No matter how much I neglected training back then,
I had at least learned the most basic swordsmanship to some extent.

Well, to skilled practitioners, I'd probably look like a child swinging a sword...

'If I infuse it with mana... these iron bars should be...!'

Clang clang clang!

From left to right.
From bottom to top.

Cracks began to form between the solid iron bars, and soon they were sliced through like radishes.

It was a bit noisy, but that should be fine.
I had already realized there was no one around here for a while.

'They probably all went to watch the Arena match... Wait a minute.'

Come to think of it... why is it so quiet?
Shouldn't there be cheering or something noisy?

If it were some other event, maybe, but matches held in the Arena are entertainment for crowds of people.

From money-obsessed individuals to thrill addicts, there's no way it would be this quiet when there's a match with blood splattering and flesh flying.

Moreover, there were no guards around either...
No matter how important the match, shouldn't there be at least a few people guarding this place?

Clatter clatter.
The debris from the iron bars I had destroyed got in the way at my feet.

'First... I should block these guys from getting out...'

"Wh-what?!"

"H-how did you get out...?!"

"D-damn, t-take me too, take me!!"

The criminals in the prison all started to riot when they saw the bars being restored, but I finished repairing all the bars first.

"T-take me with you!! You son of... no, please take me with you, sir, pleeeease!!!"

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry!! So please, fucking take me with you, damn it!!"

I don't know why they're screaming so loudly...
Are they trying to attract guards that aren't even here?

If they didn't want to die, they shouldn't have come to a place like this in the first place.
If they didn't want to come here, they should have just lived normally, decently.

'Anyway, most of the people in there are violent criminals. Not worth helping.'

Even if they were worth helping, they wouldn't be much use in the current situation.

'...Well, now that I've sent the kid away, let's find where that person is.'

Really, when I meet him, I'm going to beat him up somehow.
Giving me this strange thing without even explaining how to use it.

'I don't have much time as it is... seriously.'

Tap tap tap tap tap.
Ignoring the gazes of the surrounding prisoners, I ran around the empty corridor.

'Can't I check people's locations with the status window?'

≪This device does not have such a function.≫
≪However, it is possible if you have a body part of the target you are looking for.≫

'...Fuck, as if I'd have something like that.'

What a stupid gift.
Someday when I meet the goddess, I'll have to smack her.

***

A king is always noble.
That is true regardless of race.

They are chosen beings.
They are different from others from birth.

"Ah... I'm excited."

"About what, Your Majesty?"

And that was equally true for demons as well.

They too have rules and hierarchies.
For beings with such strict order, insubordination was unthinkable.

"Soon a new puppy will arrive, won't it? Of course I'm excited!"

"...Ah, you mean that human."

"Yes! See... even filthy pigs can be useful sometimes."

"...Indeed, without that human, this place wouldn't have flourished like this."

"Mm-hmm, it's good to keep one or two dirty pigs as subordinates after all~ They occasionally bring unexpected things!"

"....."

"And above all... thanks to him bringing Mother's body here, we'll be able to obtain it easily."

"..But if we do as that human says..."

"Well... it might take some time, but that's fine. It's much better than being chased by humans."

It would be annoying if we had more tails following us.
With a little brat to deal with these days... I can't afford to have such things trailing after me.

Everything was for Mother's resurrection.
For that, she was willing to show mercy to worthless pigs, if only for a short while.

'Well... once I get what I want, I'll obviously tear this place apart~'

Of course, I don't care what happens after that.
Unless they were fellow demons dreaming of Mother's resurrection, she had no intention of showing mercy to inferior pigs.

After all, no one matters except Mother.
From the beginning, humans were completely flawed beings.

"By the way... when is he coming? Didn't he say he would come?"

"Yes, we definitely received word... Ah, here he comes."

"Hmm~?"

Thud thud.
Click clack click.

Just as the two women were conversing, the sound of two sets of footsteps came from the dark space in the distance.

"...Who are you? And where... is this place."

"Ooh~ He's here, the wolf cub!"

"..What?"

The wolf who had been on a leash for a long time had arrived.

Ch.308 - Hey, Want To Join Our Side?
"...What are you? Why did you call me to a place like this?"

A lone wolf.
That was the woman's first impression of him.

"Kyaah~ Finally, you're here, you're here!"

On the surface, she looked like a fresh-faced twenty-year-old maiden.
But her behavior was so innocent it would be believable if someone said she was five years old.

Of course, it was all an act.
A woman who had lived for at least hundreds of years couldn't possibly be that innocent.

Nevertheless, she continued to act childishly in front of others.

Even when the horned one retched.
Even when the old man clicked his tongue and mocked her, she didn't stop.

Because that's what made it fun to play with them.

"...Is she insane?"

Of course, to others, she just seemed like someone slightly mentally disturbed.

"Kyahahaha! Did you see? Did you see? He called me insane!!"

"...That's nothing to be happy about, Your Majesty. Such a disrespectful fellow should have his tongue and eyes plucked out and forced to chew them with his own mouth right now...!!"

"Isn't it fascinating? He's on a completely different level from the usual pigs!!"

"....."

"Usually they just wet themselves on the spot from the sheer ecstasy of seeing me, ahahaha!!"

"...What the hell, I felt my body was heavy... so this was your doing... kuhek?!"

At that moment, his neck plunged downward.
Someone had grabbed his neck and slammed it down.

"Mind your language, human. She is not someone the likes of you can address so casually.....kheuk?!"

"...Sh-shit... So there wasn't just one crazy woman... but two?"

Having assessed the situation, his body lurched forward as if about to collapse.
Simultaneously, his fist, filled with sinister energy, shot straight out.

KWAAAAAANG!!!

A massive explosion.
A deafening sound that made the brain spin.

As the smoke gradually cleared, standing at the center of the explosion were not one, not two, but three people.

"Wait a minute~ No matter what, isn't it too barbaric to start throwing punches right away?"

"...What now, who are you?"

"Human, until the end...!!"

"Stop, stop~ We didn't come here to fight anyway, so could you calm down? I'm getting a little..."

Annoyed.

""......""

"Ah, finally some quiet?"

"...What do you want, damn it."

"What do I want...? Hmm... nothing in particular?"

Nothing in particular? Am I supposed to believe that?

With power clearly beyond human limits.
Despite clearly being able to kill me, yet approaching with such a submissive attitude.

No reason at all? Really?

Perhaps uncomfortable with his suspicious gaze, her mouth opened again after a short while.

"If I had to say, there is one thing..."

"....?"

"Ahem~"

Won't you join our side?

***

Even after escaping from prison, I looked around but strangely found no trace of people anywhere.

Normally by this point, I should have seen at least one person...
It was odd that no guards had appeared when they should have.

While I was tempted to head straight for the arena, I had no knowledge of the ground's layout, so I had no choice but to wander through this vast underground area.

My mana reserves weren't sufficient to spread throughout this entire place to find a path.

"I hear faint sounds coming from this direction... well, I'm heading that way for now."

If you asked whether this was truly the right approach, I couldn't be certain.

Most likely, continuing this way would lead to the arena.
If he wasn't there, then I would have taken the wrong path entirely.

≪Time remaining, 30:59≫

"...Tch."

With so little time left, if things went wrong by handling it this way...

It would surely lead to an irreversible situation.

"Besides, if I enter carelessly, I might be treated as an intruder... it would be better to go somewhere else."

Preferably somewhere with people...
Not criminals, but people with normal thinking—that's what I desperately needed right now.

People who wouldn't pick fights when approached.
Who wouldn't throw punches just because they were in a bad mood.
Who would answer questions sincerely.

The problem with people in this world was that most were either mages or knights, making them extremely wary when approached.

The class system was also a drawback.
After all, nobles couldn't typically defeat mages or knights through personal strength.

Having lived through a period of active warfare against magical beasts, most people maintained a constant state of vigilance.

People walking down the street would suddenly look at you suspiciously.
If you picked up something dropped, they'd suspect you of theft without any context.

Such thin goodwill was considered perfectly normal here.

If they discovered my presence here.
They would likely detain and interrogate me.

No matter how much I explained that I was lost, from their perspective, I would just look like a suspicious student wearing an Academy uniform.

"I'd rather not be captured on suspicion of being a mage..."

Maybe I should change clothes first.

Being an Academy student would be a good excuse if caught, but in my current uncaptured state, this uniform only made me stand out. It offered me no help at all.

It had no protective magic.
No safety features for the wearer.

I pulled out a piece of cloth large enough to cover my entire body from my fingertips.

I planned to use it like a robe, covering myself.

Since looking too clean would be suspicious...
I gathered dust from around me and smeared it on.

My body had already been through enough rolling around elsewhere.
A few specks of dust wouldn't make much difference now.

"I tried to make it similar in color to the surroundings... but I'm not sure if this will work."

Whatever the case, it was better than nothing...
Hiding the rising anxiety within me, I continued walking while surveying my surroundings.

After some time.

Finally, from the distance, I began to hear what sounded like cheers.

As I got closer, the surroundings grew brighter.
This was clearly the exit from this impossibly complex maze.

"I'll just go out, quickly check if that man is there or not, and then leave."

I briefly considered removing the ragged cloth covering me, but decided against it.

Since the arena itself was a giant gambling venue, other people's attire would likely be very luxurious, but I wasn't planning to stay there long anyway.

I had no intention of standing out.
And my attire wasn't particularly eye-catching.

Unless the entire arena was filled with elderly gentlemen dressed in sparkling fabrics, this place was clearly accessible to commoners as well.

With the village's poor economic situation.
It was unlikely anyone here could afford such luxury.

I figured I didn't need to worry about my appearance.
All that mattered was keeping my face and affiliation hidden.

"Going back to the Academy later is what worries me."

Most likely, with an incident occurring right when one of the students disappeared through a portal...

It was the perfect reason for the Academy to reprimand me.
Besides, the chairman already had many enemies in social circles.

Extremely strong power always creates numerous enemies.
Especially when the possessor of that tremendous power is a woman.

I wasn't thinking in a sexist way, but in this society that already divided people by class, the rights of women and men were far from equal.

When a woman possessed power far exceeding those who always thought themselves superior, jealousy was inevitable.

"Whatever else happens, even these small criticisms could be fatal to the Academy right now."

With consecutive security breaches recently.
Once or twice might be dismissed as coincidence, but three times would be harder to explain away.

"I should return as quickly as possible."

My entire body felt heavy from staying up all night.
Nevertheless, I continued walking without stopping.

Thinking that every time I stopped here, one Academy student might die, I couldn't bring myself to pause even if I wanted to.

I wasn't sure how large the attack would be.
But I knew better than anyone that I couldn't let my guard down.

From the moment that normally blue status window turned red, I had long abandoned any notion that the Academy was safe.

An ordinary object might lie.
But a gift from the goddess wouldn't.

Even if it were teasing me, it wouldn't lie.

If asked why, I couldn't easily answer, but that was my feeling.

As with all my past experiences.
I simply chose to believe in it once more.

FWAAAH!
UWAAAAAAAA!!

As soon as I emerged from the dark passage, intense light struck my eyes, and almost simultaneously, a tremendous roar of cheers filled my head.

The sound was so loud.
I instinctively covered my ears.

It was different in scale from ordinary cheers.

If normal cheers came from just some of the crowd.
This massive roar felt as if everyone present had shouted as one.

Despite having heard similar sounds recently, this was much louder, making me frown.

"What could they possibly be doing to make such a noise..."

My curiosity didn't last long.
My eyes clearly captured the scene before me.

KIIIIIIIIK!!
KUHAAAAK, d-don't come near meee!!

"....A magical beast?"

It was a common scene from hell.

People dying, people getting hurt, only people being devoured.

A common hellish landscape.

Ch.309 - Help
A scene from hell.
Those three words were enough to describe everything about the scene.

"AAAAAAHHHHH!! I-it hurts!!!"

"H-hiiieek!!"

People desperately clinging to the ground with their teeth, trying to survive despite having lost both arms and any means of resistance.

-SCREEEECH!!
-KRSHAAAAA!!

And monsters refusing to let go of those people's legs, determined to devour them no matter what.

I wasn't sure exactly how the situation had developed, but one thing was clear.

The current situation was extremely chaotic.
And those monsters were definitely not welcome presences to me.

Because...

"...Isn't that the same creature I saw before?"

It looked remarkably similar to the monster I encountered when I tried to infiltrate the Arena before.

Black outer skin with sharp teeth.
Even those two sinister eyes.

I couldn't say it was exactly the same creature I saw before, but there were many striking similarities nonetheless.

*Did the monsters they were planning to release in the Arena break free from control?*

Given how many years they'd been holding these events, the possibility of them making such a mistake was extremely low.

But if we're just talking about possibilities, it was certainly plausible.

People tend to find imperfections in what's familiar to them.
Especially when it comes to things they believe they've already mastered—that's when they let their guard down the most.

Besides, the fact that this happened in the Arena of all places was evidence of their negligence.

If they had managed things properly, this wouldn't have happened in the first place.
Even if it wasn't entirely their fault, they still bore responsibility for failing to maintain proper security.

*At any rate... the situation doesn't seem to be going well.*

What can I do here?
I instinctively began assessing the situation.

Would it be right to jump into that chaos and try to resolve it?
Or should I just keep a low profile and focus on my original objective of finding him?

Morally speaking, I should obviously choose the former, but the time I had left held me back.

If I help these people, what then?
It would certainly consume a significant amount of time, and I needed to consider what consequences it might have for me later.

Honestly, ignoring everything would be much more beneficial for me.

Let's be real, what would I gain from helping them?
They're not just anyone—they're people who got into trouble after willingly entering a gambling den.

Even if it's legal gambling, if word got out that noble aristocrats were endangered while betting money, most people would just scoff at them.

It would be better to just ignore it.
I've already gone too far to be constrained by such flimsy moral concerns.

"AAAAAAHHH!!! Pl-please, please save...!!"

"KYAAAAAAAH!!"

"F-fuck!! Someone, anyone, fucking save me!!!"

The screams of people.
The thick, fishy smell of blood permeating this place.

To me, these were just things I'd grown accustomed to.

"D-daddyyyyy!!!"

"G-go, quickly, GOOO!!! Just run away from here, anywhere...GAAAHK!!"

"S-stop it!!! I said stop!!!"

The melodrama, the revenge plots.
The deep, intense relationships of hatred.

To me... they were just familiar scenes.

"Die, please just die!!! Don't come near meee!!!"

"H-hey!! A-anyone, I'll... I'll pay you...!! Come protect me now!!"

"Ha...haha...ah, ahahahahahahaha!!!"

Despair, frustration, insanity.
All of it was just familiar to me...

Famil...iar...

≪Warning, user's discomfort level is rising rapidly.≫
≪It is strongly recommended that you calm your mind and body immediately...≫

"......"

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

Ah, fuck.
This is really stressing me out.

*Idiot. What a fucking pushover.*

What have these people ever done for me?
Why am I stepping up to protect them?

Despite continuing to berate myself, my feet kept moving forward.

For nothing else but to protect the people before my eyes.

For those people I'd never even met, whose faces I'd never even seen, I was now drawing my sword.

*Seriously, there's no bigger idiot than me.*

How many humans have I killed before...
And now I'm getting emotional just because a few people might die?

I created a sword, created a sword, created a sword.

*I should just close my eyes and ignore it like I always have... why can't I?*

Have I spent too much time at the Academy?
Have I had too many conversations with other people lately?

Or have I somehow grown attached to this shitty life?

Whatever the case, it wasn't a welcome change.
Especially since I don't know how long this reincarnation cycle will continue, becoming attached to life is problematic.

I had decided to avoid forming unnecessary attachments...

My face contorted so much that even I could feel it.

*Come to think of it, someone told me something before.*

Don't lose your humanity... was it?
Who said that... surely not that master bastard?

Kigigigigik─

With a sword that had grown large enough to touch the ground in one hand,

I slowly approached.
Without removing my cumbersome cloak.

***

The ecology of monsters is really quite simple.

Survival of the fittest.
An extremely basic concept.

The strong take everything, and the weak follow their commands.

Animals, insects, humans, and so on.
The only rule that applied to them, with their various base forms, was survival in the wild.

Therefore, the method to handle them was also simple.

Nothing more than subjugating them with overwhelming power.

Before overwhelming power, they all had no choice but to kneel.
For creatures that had lived in the wild, strength was the most important thing.

[Kill all the humans here, make them your breeding stock if you want. Just kill them all.]

That's why they submitted.
To an even stronger, more overwhelming power.

And that's why they followed orders.
After all, killing humans was what they wanted anyway.

For insect-type monsters, the utility of humans was truly limitless.

They could be used as breeding stock.
They could be food for newborn offspring.
They could be perfect hosts for parasitic offspring.

In a situation where everything was beneficial, there was no reason for them, having broken free from control and regained their freedom, not to follow that order.

Moreover, most of the people here possessed mana.

For monsters whose bodies were largely composed of mana,
the flesh and blood of these people were clearly enhancing their power, if only slightly.

With nutritious food scattered everywhere, they couldn't just leave it alone.

Most of the monsters were already envisioning themselves fully grown and powerful.

-KIIIIIIIIIIK..

Writhing antennae and black saliva dripping between their teeth.
Multiple legs making scuttling sounds as their elongated bodies moved.

Their grotesque bodies, reminiscent of parasitic wasps and locusts, were violently ravaging humans.

"KHAAAAACK...!!"

"S-save me...AAAAHH!!"

"Die..!! Die, get away from meee!!!"

The screams of humans could be heard, but the monsters paid no attention.
No, they seemed to be enjoying the situation.

There's no better seasoning than a face twisted in terror.

-Kishishishishishit...!!

The way they raised their front legs while tormenting people looked truly demonic.

Like a well-fed cat.
Like a cat that's too full to eat a mouse, just playing with it instead.

They were now playing with humans.
That's also why there weren't that many casualties compared to the number of monsters.

Their minds were filled only with someone's order that they could kill humans.

"P-please, please...God, Buddha..please.."

-Kirik? KIIIIIIIK...!!

"Save meeeee!!"

CLANG!
KAAAAANG!!

-...Kririk?

That's when it happened.
A hard blade appeared, blocking its path.

-..Ki, kirik?! KYAAAAA!!!

It couldn't believe that its front legs, which could slice through even rocks like tofu, were blocked by such a thin piece of metal.

So it became excited.
So it thrashed about wildly.

It was enraged and furious.
Mere humans.

It couldn't tolerate the fact that creatures who should be ravaged beneath it were daring to stand against it.

And it couldn't understand why its own body was trembling before such an insignificant human.

-KIRAKASHASUEAIAAAK!!!

Was it due to an incomprehensible fear?
It let out an indescribable scream and lunged more ferociously.

It looked almost like a mantis or cat puffing itself up to appear intimidating when facing a natural predator.

"Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me."

SLASH─!

And not long after,
the monster's field of vision went flying through the air.

The first monster death.

Ch.310 - Freely In All Directions
I was once again sprawled out lazily. That voice echoed in my head the moment I drew my sword.

The one who taught me how to wield a sword. The man who, unlike other instructors who prioritized missions, ordered me to prioritize survival first.

And the man I killed with my own hands in the end.

It was the voice of the first mentor in my second life.

"Don't stop when swinging your sword. Especially when surrounded by many."

My sword swept across the battlefield with fluid movements. Though it wasn't my primary weapon, I was confident in wielding it.

Back then, among my peers, I practiced sword techniques the longest.

How much experience could someone from the 21st century have with wielding blades? At best, just kitchen knives or utility knives.

How much time I spent becoming familiar with these unfamiliar movements...

Carrying those memories, I sliced through another creature charging at me.

Slash!
The green liquid that spurted out was incredibly viscous.

"If your opponent is tough, strike only at their weak points. Eyes or vital spots—hit them without hesitation."

I cut off antennae and broke through the connections in their exoskeletons. I picked up a stone from the ground and lodged it into the eye of an insect approaching me.

If an attack couldn't be avoided with footwork alone, I'd throw myself to the ground and roll away.

In the process of survival, the word "ugliness" doesn't exist.

The struggle to survive is the most noble thing in nature.

"The most important thing is that you survive. Goals? Missions? Those are things you can do again later. Better to bear the stigma of failure than to lose a resource like you on just one or two missions."

When hordes suddenly rushed at me, I threw nearby corpses to block their path. For those that broke through, I personally used magic, leaving nothing behind, not even corpses.

It might have been impossible before, but my well-trained body and mana made it possible now.

Huff, huff, huff.
Despite the shocked gazes of those around me, my sword continued to cut through the air without stopping.

"Now's our chance!! Everyone, run away!!!"

"Qu-quickly, move me!! You useless fools..!! Do you think I hired you with good money for this?!!"

"My son..!! Son, where are you?! Benny!!!"

Did they find hope in my sword?

The people who had been quietly enduring this hellscape until moments ago were gone, replaced by those filled with the will to live.

People running at full speed toward the exit, seizing the opportunity. A nobleman unable to move with his foot caught in debris, constantly calling for his servants while wailing. A middle-aged woman heading deeper inside to find her lost son while the monsters' attention was focused on me.

A human wave began to surge like a flood.

"Don't have useless emotions during a mission. Everyone dies someday. There's no guarantee that someone you help will live happily ever after."

I know that.
Life is unpredictable.

There's no guarantee that the people I help will be grateful to me, or that they'll repay me.

Perhaps the people I save are villains who only cause trouble for others.
Or maybe most of the people I'm working so hard to save don't need saving at all.

But my sword kept moving.

This was just self-satisfaction.
It was my own consolation—I couldn't stand by and watch uninvolved people being slaughtered before my eyes.

Who was good and who was bad.
That didn't particularly matter.

From the beginning, I wasn't the type of person to care about such things.

All I wanted now was for no more people to die before my eyes.

I didn't pay much attention to other information.

"I-I don't know who you are, but quickly, in this gap...!!"

"T-take me with you..!! Kuh-kuhak?! Wh-what bastard just touched my shoulder...!!"

"Y-you die instead..!! You're the one who brought me here!!!"

It's fine if no one thanks me.
I didn't act expecting gratitude from the start.

I just stepped up for my own peace of mind, and these people were merely byproducts of that.

I didn't come here to save people.
I just hate doing nothing while people die before my eyes.

Who lives and who dies.
No matter what anyone says to me, my attitude would never change.

People's harsh words had no effect on me now.

"Well... if you really want to save them... prioritize yourself above all else. Do what your heart tells you, but survive first."

Prioritize myself.

Even at this moment, I was clearly acting while prioritizing myself.

I was helping people lying around.
Sometimes I even drew the monsters' attention away from them.

But that didn't mean I had forgotten my original purpose.

My gaze, from the moment I arrived here, had been desperately searching for that man.

"He wasn't in the arena, that's for sure... then...?"

Did this chaos happen before the match started, preventing him from coming here?

Or did he use this chaos as an opportunity to escape?

I wasn't sure what happened.
But one thing was certain—he wasn't here right now.

And that meant I had no reason to stay here any longer.

"By now, reinforcements should have arrived from somewhere else."

However, the problem was that there were still quite a few people who hadn't escaped...

The thought of saving as many as possible since I was already here, and the thought of quickly finding that person instead of talking nonsense, kept colliding in my mind.

"I think I can hold out as much as needed, but..."

One piece of good news was that the monsters' offensive was more manageable than expected.

However, that didn't mean ordinary people could handle them at all.

To protect the people who hadn't escaped yet, I needed to attract and deal with as many monsters as possible...

But I had too little time left for that.
The more monsters gathered around me, the easier it might be for people to escape, but it would become increasingly difficult for me to get out.

"Besides, if more keep coming, I'll have no choice but to keep fighting..."

All I could do was hope for support to arrive quickly.

For a facility like an arena, there must be several noble houses paying attention, so I thought they might have dispatched reinforcements after hearing the rescue request by now.

Even if not from a ducal house like the Charlotte family.
The private soldiers of a count's family should be enough to handle these creatures.

All I could do now was draw the attention of nearby monsters to minimize casualties until then.

"And if you're in mortal danger..."

"I know."

Ignoring his voice echoing in my head again, I continued to charge forward.

I used my sword, cast magic, and moved throughout the arena.

My mind was already pushed to the extreme, unable to accommodate another consciousness.

Calmly, I held my sword with both hands and gathered it in the center.
To instill as much fear in the enemies as possible.

I drew in all the shadows around me.

"Nine Moonlit Swords, Eighth Form: Sound of the Moon."

Along with the dark energy, a tremendous roar engulfed the place.

***

Meanwhile, at that time.
There were people watching the commotion at the arena from afar...

Judging by how they all wore black robes pulled down to hide their faces, they probably weren't the reinforcements Jenison had been hoping for.

BOOM!!!
As a massive sound echoed from the arena, their gazes all turned toward the center of the arena.

There, a lone boy with a long sword was running around again.

"Eh...what...?"

The woman in the center of the robed figures.
The woman who had been silent until now finally spoke for the first time.

"Why is that kid here? I thought he had a confrontation with that old geezer..."

"....."

"...Hmm, don't tell me... that old geezer couldn't properly deal with one little brat and came back?"

"....."

"Even if he wasn't supposed to kill him... that kid looks too energetic. Did they even fight at all?"

"....."

"Well, it doesn't really matter."

Purple light flashed in her eyes.
Almost simultaneously, reddish wings fluttered.

"Whatever happens, I absolutely cannot give this up."

"....."

"For a human, he has quite good tenacity... but it's a bit much for me to handle..."

"....."

"Hmm, what should I do... Ah, I know!!"

I can use the new wolf I just acquired!!

An unmistakable smile spread across her lips.

Ch.311 - Wolf's Footsteps
In this world, everyone has hormones.

They're released throughout the body whenever we feel emotions.
These chemical substances regulate human physiological phenomena and behavior.

Different hormones are released in the human body depending on the emotions felt, and many of these hormones can directly control a person's personality or emotions.

"Um... Your Majesty, no matter what, dismissing him just because of a little child like that is..."

"...Hmm?"

Her method of handling people was similar.
No, her way of handling most living beings was all the same.

She artificially increased their affection for her, making them obey her commands no matter what.

It's a bit different from magic.
Her ability interferes with the body itself rather than using mana or magical power.

If anything... her ability was closer to pheromones than magic.

No matter how much someone hated her, it was useless.
The word "love-hate" doesn't exist in this world for nothing.

Unless someone had completely lost all emotions and senses, it was nearly impossible to resist her ability.

Well, it was possible.
It was just incredibly difficult.

One had to constantly deny their own emotions in real-time and continuously question their mind's attraction to her.

They couldn't let their guard down for even a moment.
Because if they did, falling for her would happen in an instant.

One had to doubt, doubt, and doubt again.
Whether the feelings they experienced were truly their own.

Whether their attraction to her was really their own thought, opinion, and assertion.

The moment they stopped doubting, that person was already finished. It meant they could no longer resist her.

"...Did you just dare to give me advice? You?"

"....!!"

"You, who are neither demon nor monster, just a mere pig?"

Fewer than ten people had ever resisted this ability of hers.

Her companions... well, I'm not sure if they could be called companions. Anyway, her comrades-in-arms.

Perhaps because they were children of the same mother.
For some reason, her ability didn't work well on them.

No, rather, the more she used it, the more their hostility seemed to grow instead of affection.

"Unless you're crazy enough to want to die, that shouldn't be possible, so what's going on?"

"...Kuh...hueeeeeeugh...!!"

However, this also meant that unless someone was at least as strong as them, they couldn't resist her charm.

Especially if the target belonged to a species lower than her, a demoness...

It was fair to say that resisting her charm was virtually impossible.
After all, to them, humans were just a species of insignificant creatures.

"I'm... sorry... I'm... sorry... kkuheuk..!!"

"..Your squealing is annoying."

Someone like you isn't even worthy to be my chair.
Wouldn't it be better if you just died here?

"I'm... sorry, I'm... sorry..!! Please...! Ugh..!!"

"...Tsk."

Snap!

With the flick of her finger, his head, which had been pressed to the ground, slowly rose.

The air that had been pressing down on his entire body until just now.
That terrifyingly eerie pressure had disappeared.

"Don't talk back to me. There won't be a next time."

"....."

"If you don't want to die without anyone knowing, just stay quiet and be a wallflower. Understand?"

"....Yes."

"Tsk... giving abilities to useless people is just a waste."

Despite being humiliated before his eyes, he couldn't express any complaints. This wasn't just a figure of speech—he truly couldn't express any complaints.

The affection rising in his heart.
It had chosen to submit to her.

People's hearts never really do what they want them to.

Once he had fallen into her grasp.
His heart and thoughts were no longer his own.

Everything was as she molded it.
He had essentially surrendered everything he had to her.

"Now, well... move that guy out of the way.."

"....."

"Wolf?"

"....."

At her call, the man's head turned with a cracking sound.

His muscles were straining against each other due to the conflict between his mind trying not to follow her orders and the affection compelling him to obey her.

Others would have succumbed long ago.
The fact that he was barely holding on was proof of his extraordinary mental strength.

"I have a favor to ask. Can you do it for me?"

"....."

But despite this, it was impossible to completely resist her ability.

Even though he was exponentially stronger than ordinary people, he was still human in the end.

His mind was already being slowly eaten away.
The difference in species was not something that could be easily ignored, just like his heart.

"...Hmm, I'm wondering if I need to tear your mouth open to get an answer... but well, I'm the one who needs something right now."

"....."

"Wolf... could you perhaps kill that little kid in there right now?"

Do me a favor?
Try for me.

"....."

With her sweet words, the wolf's heavy footsteps moved for the first time.

***

How much time has passed?
I feel like I'm getting used to the smell of monster blood now.

Green liquid has fouled my nose, and the ear-splitting screams of monsters have battered my ears.

There was no one left besides me and the monsters.
Anyone who could survive had fled outside, and now the only humans here were the corpses lying around.

Kakagagaggang!
The blade of my sword that had been cutting through monster hides was completely worn down.

This sword... no, it's embarrassing to even call it a sword anymore with the blade so damaged.

What could I cut with this blunt blade?
The sword with only its tip still sharp could no longer properly function as a blade.

I'd like to throw it away and make a new one right now, but... that's impossible in this situation.

There was no time to spare against the waves of monsters that kept coming like a flood.

Moreover, each of these monsters seemed to match the strength of knights who had grown up on proper training. Far from having leisure, I was fortunate just to avoid getting injured.

If there's one fortunate thing, it's that these endlessly coming monsters finally seem to be thinning out.

The number of attacks coming from all directions has decreased, and the presences I felt from everywhere have likewise diminished.
Unlike at first, their numbers had clearly decreased.

This happened because I kept backing up and cutting down the monsters one by one as they came.

I couldn't switch to an offensive stance.
If I had, I would have been surrounded without landing a proper attack and turned into a pincushion long ago.

Even I couldn't block all the attacks coming from every direction, so I had no choice but to fight with my back to my path of retreat.

This way, at least I could avoid being attacked from all sides.
And I could counter most attacks unless they came from directly behind me.

Once, and again.
Wielding a sword that had become little more than a stick, I swung countless times.

It was fine even if I couldn't kill the monsters with one strike.

I just had to keep swinging until they died.
Continuing to swing wasn't difficult for me.

I could proudly say that my stamina was second to none... at least among those my age.

*Since I realized I lacked stamina, I've been... huff, training continuously...*

As I kept swinging my sword again and again, the seemingly endless wave of monsters finally started to show an end.

Well... unless the monsters were continuously breeding even now, there had to be an end somewhere.

Rather, it was more surprising that there were so many monsters in this small arena.

I heard that usually only a few monsters appear in each match...
I don't know if this time is unusual, but the number was definitely abnormally high.

*Well, judging by how their momentum has weakened... it seems like there aren't any more coming...*

KWAAAAAAANG!!!

*...Huh?*

That's when the anomaly occurred.

A massive roar that shook the entire arena at once.
Judging by the dust flying everywhere, it seemed like a huge explosion had occurred somewhere.

The problem was... the estimated location of that explosion was inside this arena...

*Did a bomb drop from somewhere?*

Otherwise, there's no way such a large explosion could have occurred...

At that moment, even the monsters facing me forgot their purpose and became distracted.

*I can't see anything because of the dust. I need to see something to understand what's happening...*

"....."

....Huh?
The word that escaped my lips was a sigh.

The figure emerging from the dust cloud looked strangely familiar.

Ch.312 - Don't Hold The Sword Like That.
There was nothing special about his expression, as if I hadn't seen him for a very long time. Literally, no emotion was reflected on his face.

Being stoic could be considered a personality trait, I suppose.
At least, his aura had changed considerably from what I remembered.

The ominous atmosphere emanating from him now was nothing like what I'd seen from him before.

The atmosphere was so threatening that the demonic beasts around me were already backing away in fear.

Survival of the fittest and self-preservation.
For a moment, all the hostility from these beasts—creatures driven by primal instincts—focused entirely on him.

Their behavior suggested that, at least for this moment, they considered this human more dangerous than me, the one they had been facing.

I didn't want to draw attention if possible...
But with the atmosphere like this, I had no choice but to speak first.

My mouth, which I had kept mostly closed to conserve energy, slowly opened.

"Hey, you."

"....."

"What are you doing...? Suddenly giving off an aura like you're about to kill someone."

"....."

"Instead of just standing there watching, maybe you could help..."

"....."

...No answer came.
Why? He clearly understood what I was saying.

Though his eyes looked a bit unhinged, I could tell he understood me. That much was obvious.

So why? Why wouldn't he answer me?
Was he deliberately ignoring me? Why? Did he have a reason?

From the beginning, he seemed like someone hiding many things. It wouldn't be strange if there was something else hidden here.

Perhaps some hidden circumstance forcing him to ignore my words.
Or maybe he simply couldn't respond in this situation.

Despite his poor first impression, he didn't seem like someone who would act this way without reason.

Just like how he didn't escape from this arena despite being treated in a way that bordered on torture, there must be a reason for this too...

"...Huh?"

At that moment, a fist suddenly appeared before me.

A single punch.
Not even one infused with mana. Just a simple fist.

It shouldn't have been a threat to me with my body enhanced by mana, but my instincts had already raised my arms to block it.

KWAAAAAANG!!

"...What?"

My body began to float in the air.
A massive cloud of dust rose from where he had been standing.

***

I'm familiar with fighting humans.
No, fighting humans is what I do best.

Since I picked up a sword in my second life, humans were the opponents I faced most often.

A life cultivated from the beginning to be an assassin.
There was no reason to send assassins after non-human creatures.

Though I hate to say it myself, I've killed quite a few people over the years.

And it wasn't just killing.
When necessary, I tortured and threatened people too.

Although I was following orders from above, all those acts were carried out by my own hands.

I don't regret it.
If I hadn't done those things, I would have died hundreds of times over.

Besides, back then, I had no certainty.
No certainty that I could live again after death.

Even though I'm living a second life, it could have all been coincidence. Back then, I was at an age where death was terrifying.

I wanted to live, even if it meant sacrificing dozens of lives.
That's why I didn't hesitate to get other people's blood on my hands.

If that makes me selfish, then I was selfish. If that makes me vicious, then I was vicious. I knew that.

But even hearing such things, I wanted to live.
If I hadn't been prepared for that, I wouldn't have stabbed him with a knife in the first place.

Having lived such a life, I was confident.
Unlike before when I had nothing, now I was sure I wouldn't easily lose to others.

KWAAAAAANG!!!

"...What the hell...?!"

And now, that confidence was crumbling in real time.

"No, wait...why..?!"

"....."

My body was floating.
I was literally flying through the air.

I couldn't understand why he was suddenly acting this way.
He hadn't even spoken properly, and I hadn't been given any warning this would happen.

Whenever I tried to say something, his fist would appear right in front of me, as if to say it was pointless.

WHOOOOSH.
Each terrifying sound of air being cut made my spine shiver.

"....."

"No, wait...what the...fuck?!"

I knew he was strong.
After all, he had easily neutralized me even with the spatial constraints.

But I never expected the gap to be this wide.

Was it arrogance? Or hubris?
I had been under the delusion that I could somehow handle him.

I no longer needed to worry about the demonic beasts' attacks.
Most had already fled, and those remaining were frozen in place, trembling.

Instinct—despite their bodies and minds being consumed by mana, it still dominated their thoughts.

The instinct imprinted on their lives as former animals was controlling their bodies.

Don't leave this place.
Simply submit to the winner of this fight.

The simple emotion of fear had spread throughout the arena, infecting everyone present.

A fear powerful enough to awaken the instincts of demonic beasts that supposedly lacked emotions.

It was truly astonishing that all this fear could be felt from just a few punches from the man before me.

"...No, damn it!! What the hell is this nonsense...?!"

"....."

"Can't you speak? What's the point of having a mouth if you...argh...shit!!"

I had been counterattacking for quite some time now.
I couldn't just sit there and take it, so I slashed, cut, and stabbed.

I intended to at least incapacitate him temporarily. Someone of his caliber wouldn't be affected by ordinary injuries anyway.

But was even that thought arrogant?
He easily deflected my attacks and charged toward me instead.

His movements and techniques were beyond what ordinary people could follow. Each time his fist deflected my attack, I could glimpse decades of effort behind it.

The fact that all of that was now directed at me sent chills down my spine.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!!
Each time his hand met my sword, it sounded like metal striking metal.

Even if I wasn't completely familiar with handling this sword, I should at least be at the level of a decent knight. Yet seeing him deflect everything, I could only feel admiration.

Moreover, my body was currently enhanced with mana.
My physical state was far superior to that of ordinary knights.

In terms of specs and technique, I shouldn't be far behind the Empire's formal knights. Yet he was easily countering my attacks.

And with his bare hands, no less.
Just from this situation alone, it was clear his skills were extraordinary.

"....."

Of course, that made certain things even more puzzling.
Why, exactly, was he fighting me like this?

If he had wanted to subdue me, he could have done so already.
His skills—at least what he had shown me in that small prison—were far beyond this.

No matter how much I had trained, I was still using an unfamiliar sword. Relying solely on physical specs to wield it, there was no way I wouldn't have openings.

I could feel several openings myself.
Could someone of his caliber really not notice them?

No, that was impossible.
At least from what I could tell, he wasn't that kind of person.

If he wanted, he could have disarmed me and slammed my head into the ground right now. This meant he was deliberately holding back.

Why? The question that had repeated in my mind surfaced again.

Why did he need to do this?
Perhaps he had something specific he wanted to train me in?

If that was the case, couldn't he have just injected something into me while sitting down, like before?

Questions piled up in my mind, but I didn't have the luxury to focus on them right now.

His fists continued to target my unguarded openings.
I was barely managing to block his punches.

It was good news that the demonic beasts were no longer swarming around, but his assault was more than enough to fill that void.

BANG, BANG, BANG, BANG!
Fierce punches came at my sword as if determined to break it, and each time, I had to discard my sword and create a new one.

I considered changing to a more familiar length, but a shorter blade couldn't fully block his blunt fists.

To withstand his attacks in my current state, I needed a blade large enough to support with both hands.

Only then could I use the sword as a shield.

"...This is bull...shit!!"

If only he had taught me how to use that "ki" or whatever it was, I wouldn't be pushed back this much.

Using Dragon Language was too burdensome.
Especially since he hadn't even used his full strength yet.

It seemed unlikely, but what if I still got pushed back even after using Dragon Language?
What if I ended up collapsing from exhaustion first?

What would happen after that?

It didn't take long for a slight anxiety to dominate my mind.

"...rd."

"....?"

"...Don't hold the sword like that, you idiot."

Yes.
Exactly.

Until his voice reached me, that's how it was.

Ch.313 - Now It Begins.
After numerous exchanges of attacks, when I finally heard his voice that I'd been so eager to hear, my feeling was... how should I put it?

More than joy, it was pure frustration.

"What the... so you could speak all along but chose not to?"

What kind of game was this?
Was he deliberately trying to make things difficult for me?
If not, why did he suddenly attack me without warning?

I had a mountain of questions, but unfortunately, our conversation didn't continue.

Before I could even speak, his fist struck me again.

Thankfully I blocked it with my sword in that split second.
If I had taken that hit directly, I would have been knocked unconscious hundreds of times over from the impact.

I barely managed to hold my ground as my body was pushed to the wall. I glared at him with fierce eyes.

"...What the hell is this nonsense?"

By this point, irritation was overtaking confusion.
For whatever reason, he was clearly hostile toward me now.

His previous attack was proof of that.

Good thing I blocked it. If I hadn't, I would've been smashed against this wall, groaning in pain without a chance to resist.

I just wish he'd at least tell me why...
He seemed perfectly capable of speaking earlier, but now he'd gone silent again, which was absolutely maddening.

Deflecting another fist that flew toward my face, I swallowed my frustration.

"Come on... why are you doing this again...?!"

"....."

"You were speaking just fine earlier, so why now..."

"...Keep your voice down, you idiot."

"....?!"

What the hell?
So he really could speak after all.

There was no way I misheard.
That was definitely, unmistakably his voice.

Adjusting my posture after momentarily losing balance, I followed his instruction and lowered my voice as I continued trying to converse with him.

I asked why he was suddenly attacking me and why he was being so sparing with his words.
Though my questions occasionally went off track, that was the general gist of what I wanted to know.

However, no answer came from him.
I wondered if he knew that his silence only irritated me more.

Once again, before any response came, what greeted me was his fist.

His heavy, steel-like punches battered my body, and I swung my sword frantically in response, as if dancing to his rhythm.

No matter how difficult, I couldn't stop.
Even as I gasped for breath like I might collapse at any moment, I had to keep swinging my sword.

If I stopped swinging my sword right now, his fist would immediately come flying at me.

Even if my lungs felt like they were shriveling up and making me nauseous, I had no choice but to keep swinging my sword in this moment.

That's precisely why I've been saying how incredibly irritating this situation is.

If it were someone else, it might be different.
Continuously defending against his onslaught was still burdensome for me.

Clang! Clang! Clang!
The sound of fist meeting sword rang out with an unbelievably crisp clarity that was hard to believe.

My expression grew fierce once again.

*If he would just properly explain the reason, I might understand, but this...!*

Had my inner thoughts accidentally slipped out? Or had he simply guessed from my expression?

His mouth opened again, and I heard a tiny voice, like an ant crawling.

Control. He definitely said that.
Again, I heard it clearly with my own ears, so there was almost no chance I misheard.

It was a word that provoked many thoughts. Control?

Was he saying that someone of his caliber was being controlled by someone else?

It was hard to believe, but there was no other explanation for the current situation.

The way he had been strangely sparing with his words.
The way he attacked me without any warning.

If he was being controlled by someone, it would all make sense.

*Who on earth... could be controlling this person?*

As soon as he finished speaking, I discreetly shifted my gaze to scan the surroundings.

I didn't turn my head.
One wrong move and whoever was out there might realize we were talking.

There were several commonalities in magic that controlled others.

It was extremely difficult.
Unlike most spells, it required significant concentration even after casting.

And finally, the caster needed to keep the target in their line of sight.

If that was true, then the person controlling him was most likely somewhere in this arena.

The arena was in ruins from the fierce battle with the demonic beasts.
With nothing visible but dusty haze and debris, controlling him would be no easy task. They might be much closer than I thought.

Moreover, if they had the skill to control someone like the man before me, they must be an exceptionally talented magic user.

*Don't tell me they released those demonic beasts too?*

A chill ran down my spine.
What should have been a far-fetched idea was starting to seem plausible.

If this person's goal wasn't to help someone escape but to create chaos, it was entirely possible.

I didn't understand why anyone would do such a thing...
But otherwise, there was no way all these incidents would happen at once.

*The motive is unclear, but someone definitely orchestrated this deliberately.*

But... who?
Who would dare do such a thing?

Even I couldn't easily determine that.

Even though this was a frontier region, it was still officially the territory of the Charlotte family.
Creating this much disturbance would force the Charlotte family to act, regardless of how little attention they usually paid to their lands.

In fact, they might already be moving. Their intelligence network was beyond what ordinary people could imagine.

How many people in this empire would want to turn the Four Great Families into enemies just to wreak havoc in an arena?

They would make a lot of money, certainly.
They must have earned an enormous amount by now.

But would that money be worth making an enemy of the Charlotte family? Definitely not.

No matter how much wealth one accumulated, you had to be alive to enjoy it.
Money taken to the grave was nothing more than worthless paper.

*But conversely, this means they needed to disrupt this place badly enough to risk making the Charlotte family their enemy...*

Clang!!
As if telling me not to get distracted, another fist came at me with ghostly precision.

Even blocking each strike was becoming increasingly difficult.
It seemed his fists were much heavier than my sword.

My hand holding the sword was starting to ache.
At this rate, the situation would clearly collapse soon.

He was a challenging opponent even at my best, and now my stamina was depleted from fighting the demonic beasts...

To be honest, I'd nearly dropped my sword more than once already.

His claim about being controlled didn't seem to be a lie.
He was attacking me as if he truly wanted to kill me.

Each of his punches carried a faint killing intent. Not fighting spirit, but killing intent. It meant he somehow wanted me dead.

"Let me ask you one thing."

"....."

"Are you being controlled right now? Or are you just pretending to be controlled?"

In the quietest voice possible. Carefully.
So that the controller who might be nearby couldn't hear.

I used all my strength to block his punches while gradually moving closer to him.

"Seeing that you can talk, you don't seem to be completely controlled. But your attacks are too lethal to say you're not being controlled at all."

"....."

"Are you being controlled? Or are you really just pretending to be controlled?"

No answer came.
Why did he choose to remain silent at times like this?

Just as my irritation from earlier was starting to resurface, his solid hand grabbed my sword and pulled it inward.

Whoosh!!
My body was dragged along at a terrifying speed.

In a situation like this, losing my weapon meant death, so I absolutely couldn't let go of my sword's handle.

As a result, I had no choice but to allow him to close the distance.

We were now at extremely close range, too close to properly extend our arms.
A disadvantageous distance for swinging a sword, but perfect for throwing punches.

His right fist took a ready position as if about to strike at any moment.

*Oh... f-fuck...!!*

I tensed every muscle in my body in preparation for the coming impact.

"....?"

Until I realized his fist was no longer moving.

"...What, why...?"

"...Idiot. You're such a coward."

Remember this.
This is how it's done.

Thud!!

With a dull impact sound, my vision plummeted downward.

His fist had struck my stomach with such force that it felt like it would pierce right through me.

I finally understood what it meant for a body to fold in half.

"Kuh... huh... urgh..."

"Focus. This is just the beginning."

"....?"

What... nonsense...

With his incomprehensible words,
green energy began swirling from my abdomen.

Ch.314 - The Warrior And The Martial Arts Master
What is Qi?
It refers to the pure internal energy that flows through the meridians.

It's an energy that strengthens the body by drawing up internal power, enabling feats impossible for normal human strength. It possesses qualities somewhat similar to mana.

However, those who truly know how to handle it are few and far between.
As mentioned, it's a tradition passed down only in the Eastern lands, not in this Empire.

Even if one can handle it, developing this power requires pure effort regardless of talent. The method of controlling this power differs completely from mana, making it difficult to learn from others.

It's ambiguous to explain with words, and demonstrating through actions takes far too long.

This ambiguity is the essence of martial arts and combat.
People used to say this so often that one needn't explain how frustrating it was for those trying to learn.

Nevertheless, even now, Qi is clearly being passed down and inherited by certain individuals.

The difficulty of learning presented no obstacle to martial artists who wished to leave their mark on the world.

They strived to create numerous successors to preserve evidence of their existence.

They tried and tried again, experiencing countless trials and errors.
All to ensure their efforts wouldn't be in vain, doing everything possible to spread their knowledge to future generations.

"Bear with it. It's going to hurt quite a bit."

"....?!!"

And what he was about to do now was one of those methods.

A jade-colored energy flowed from his hands into Jenison's body.
It was a deep, beautiful light, like a lake, visible even from a distance.

Among martial artists, this was called "single-person transmission"—a heavy yet meaningful act.

At first glance, it might seem like simply transferring one's power to another person—an extremely simple act. But in reality, it was anything but simple.

If the Qi flow became even slightly disturbed, both the caster and recipient would suffer severe injuries from disrupted meridians. Even if the transmission succeeded, those who could handle it properly from the beginning were exceedingly rare.

In the midst of enemy territory swarming with monsters, they were attempting something truly absurd.

"What is that?"

"It gives me an uneasy feeling."

"Should we intervene now?"

To those who had been watching their battle, the energy appeared quite mysterious.

And that meant the energy was becoming increasingly irritating to them.

Probably because Jenison's power was growing stronger in real time.

He was already someone the Queen had her eye on.
From what they'd heard, he was a young man with strength that ordinary monsters couldn't match.

"I don't think we can just sit here and watch this..."

For those who pursued perfection, failure was not an option.
Especially when it might burden the Queen they served.

The veins in their hands began to bulge as they prepared to move at any moment.

"Um... Your Majesty? Your orders..."

"....."

Contrary to their expectation that she would take immediate action, the Queen kept her lips tightly sealed.

Unfortunately, the first reason was that she hadn't yet identified the nature of that light. The second reason was her wounded pride.

"No, it's fine. I needed some time right now anyway."

Has he broken free from my charm...?
But how? How could a mere human resist my enchantment?

It seemed impossible—nearly unthinkable—but she couldn't deny the reality unfolding before her eyes.

He had rejected her.
He had resisted all those temptations and refused her.

A mere human had rejected her.

This was a tremendous blow to the pride of someone who had brought countless races to their knees.

Even the proud beast-folk.
Even the elves who claimed to have no interest in carnal desires.
Even other monsters and demons who lived only for their own greed.

All had knelt before her. So how?

How could that man reject someone like her?

For the first time, cracks appeared on the face that had always shown nothing but carefree smiles.

"We've achieved our objective. Let's just watch quietly."

She was becoming curious—just a little—about how far this man could go, how long he could survive, and when he would finally come crawling to her feet like a dog.

"As Your Majesty wishes."

"We follow only Your Majesty."

"Good. Oh, by the way? Did you take care of that pig?"

"Pig"—a term of extreme contempt to refer to someone.
But they already knew who she was talking about.

"Yes. We disposed of him along with all items that could be traced back to our connection."

"Hmm... judging by the lack of dirt, I assume you didn't bury him..."

"No. We burned everything completely."

"Did you? Well done."

If you had stupidly buried him in the ground, I was going to dig him up and burn you along with him.

"It seems there's nothing to worry about. Shall we just watch and enjoy the show?"

Despite the jade-colored energy flickering before her eyes, her expression remained undisturbed.

She had no intention of stepping in herself anyway.
Once the objective was achieved, she had absolutely no desire to get personally involved.

That's why she had infiltrated the underground here and charmed the monsters in the first place.

Although many humans had survived due to unexpected interference, the commotion was still sufficient to attract attention.

That was enough.
It was a shame they couldn't kill more humans, but...

The purpose of this disturbance from the beginning was to focus human attention here.

To safely complete her mother's revival, it was convenient to divert human attention elsewhere.

"Well... I just need to divert the attention of the troublesome ones among the humans. This way, they'll start investigating this place for a while."

And then those fighting over there would also turn their attention elsewhere.

I wish they'd finish quickly.
So my wounded pride can recover sooner.

Her pink eyes gleamed in the darkness.

***

Something warm gradually seeps in from his fist pressed against my abdomen.

Though I couldn't explain it in words, I instinctively understood.
This warm yet painful energy was the Qi he had emphasized so much.

The energy entering my body pokes at various places inside me.

Sometimes slowly.
Sometimes very quickly.

As if it could adjust its intensity at will, it moved unpredictably, touching every corner of my body.

Even though it was merely touching, my muscles and bones twisted.
It seemed to specifically target areas where my growth had been stunted.

Insufficient muscles were torn apart at an alarming rate and regenerated again. As this painful process repeated, the density of my muscles gradually hardened.

The pain was so intense I felt I might lose consciousness at any moment. Yet despite my feelings, the effects were so remarkable that I couldn't allow myself to collapse.

Besides, I had clearly heard him.
He told me to endure it well.

He wasn't foolish enough to do something pointless in this situation. There must be a clear reason for his actions.

So what I needed to do now was simply sit quietly and endure this pain.

With no strength left to fight anyway, there was no reason to refuse this situation where I was becoming stronger just by sitting still.

Moreover, the monsters who had been testing us earlier were no longer approaching.
They must have been intimidated after watching our battle.

The instincts of these ferocious monsters were actually helping us now.

"....?!!"

Endure it. Even if it feels terrible.

As my untrained areas were being conditioned, something else entered my mind.

A warm yet cold energy.
It seemed completely different from what I had felt throughout my body until now.

Every time this unidentified energy stimulated my brain, my entire nervous system screamed. It seemed like some kind of defense mechanism against an invader.

However, the energy didn't stop.
Instead, from that moment on, it began to rage and flare even more intensely.

My hair stood on end, my blurry vision cleared, and almost every sound nearby reverberated loudly in my ears.

It felt similar to when I strengthened my body with mana.
My body couldn't handle the enhanced physical abilities and was becoming overloaded.

After clenching my teeth and enduring for what seemed like forever, the energy's rampage finally stopped, and I was able to open my eyes. At that moment, I realized:

"..Ah."

Everything I could see had clearly changed.

Ch.315 - Strategic Retreat
"That crazy bastard..."

This guy was insane. Not just a little crazy, but completely out of his mind.

That was the thought that crossed his mind as he watched the greenish energy flowing into the boy's abdomen.

"How much qi can he possibly consume... damn it..."

People normally have limits to their capacity. How much qi they can handle—that limit is clearly defined by the size of their vessel.

The size varies greatly from person to person, and even among blood relatives, this fact remains unchanged.

That's probably why it happened. His own vessel was far too small. That's why he was abandoned.

By none other than his own family.

"I don't have any regrets about it now, but..."

Still, he sometimes wondered. What if his family hadn't abandoned him?

If, just if, they hadn't cast him aside, could he have escaped this absurd world where people kill each other?

As he pondered deeply, his head swayed slightly. Perhaps because he knew such hypotheticals were meaningless anyway.

He had never lived with regrets. Similarly, he had never hesitated in his actions.

Besides, if he hadn't been abandoned, he wouldn't have met his master, gained this power, or lived so independently.

"...Well, what's the use of thinking about that now?"

The reason he was abandoned was simple: his vessel for qi was far too small.

A rather inappropriate reason to abandon one's child. But for martial artists who dedicated their lives to martial arts, it was reason enough.

Of course, methods existed to increase the size of one's vessel, but they were neither common nor easy.

Even if one expanded their vessel, the limits were clear. The failure rate was high, and the cost of ingredients was substantial.

No matter how much they expanded his vessel, he would only be slightly better than average. There was no need to invest further in him.

So, would they just leave the child alone? No, absolutely not. More precisely, they couldn't.

His family was a prestigious one. They were geniuses when it came to handling qi.

Would such people keep someone who might become their disgrace?

Even imperial nobles frequently adopted talented children or brought in capable relatives from branch families instead of their own incompetent children.

No, that wouldn't happen. Family bonds were unnecessary when honor was at stake.

Do people abandon their children for honor? In that place, honor literally put food on the table, so there was nothing to argue about.

Besides, except for directly casting out their children, they weren't much different from the nobles of this era.

So he was abandoned, met his master, and reached where he was now.

"If my vessel were even half the size of this guy's..."

No. It was what it was. There was no need to dwell on it further.

Right now, the most important thing was to focus on infusing qi into this damn kid's body.

"The lower dantian is already open... the middle one too. At this rate, almost all of them will open."

It was strange. The Empire's people surely only trained in mana.
How was such a body possible? Had he consumed some kind of elixir somewhere?

Well, judging by his appearance, he came from a wealthy family, so it was entirely possible.

But even so, having exactly what was needed already open didn't make sense.

The meridians being open was especially baffling. Blood passages that the body instinctively awakens through repeated battles and near-death experiences.

Opening all of these would require far more than a few hundred fights. It would take life-and-death struggles, bloody massacres.

He wasn't some battle-crazed ghost. This wasn't a body a kid who hadn't even reached adulthood should possess.

He couldn't have opened his meridians in the Empire where the concept of qi wasn't even properly introduced... which meant this was all just a naturally perfect body.

If an untouched body was already this good, it was impossible to imagine what it would become later.

And he didn't even seem to be using his full power yet...

This level was beyond what an Academy student should be. Unless he was working as a teacher at the Academy, not a student.

"...Have student standards risen these days? No... that can't be."

This kid must just be special. After all, he was introduced by none other than Charlotte.

That alone made him worthy of receiving his qi.

Besides, he was planning to die here anyway.

"It's about time for me to die anyway."

That's why he hadn't used his qi to escape from this arena until now.

The only thing that had kept him from dying was the thought that all his martial knowledge would disappear without a trace.

He was a martial artist after all. It would be a lie to say he didn't want to leave behind even a small part of what he had learned.

Charlotte probably wrote that introduction letter for the same reason. He had once asked her to introduce him to someone good if she ever found one.

Being as clever as she was, she probably understood what he meant right away.

So she brought this annoying brat, even writing an introduction letter herself.

The lower and middle dantians were already open. Somehow, the qi channels were also clean without impurities.

It should be impossible unless he had been reborn multiple times... anyway, it made things much easier.

All that remained was the upper dantian. If he poured almost all of his remaining qi, it should be possible.

All the prerequisites were met, and that woman didn't seem like she would interfere...

He needed to transfer everything as quickly and completely as possible.

"To make the three qi channels flow throughout the body..."

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

And finally, with a brilliant jade light, everything was completed.

"This kid..."

The last thing he saw before collapsing was the boy's figure disappearing at a speed invisible to the eye, and...

"He adapts damn fast..."

Almost simultaneously, the heads of surrounding demonic beasts falling to the ground.

***

His vision cleared completely. Everything around him entered his mind.

What attacks were coming, what trajectory they followed—he could see it all at once.

Compared to strengthening the body with mana, this might lack raw power, but its versatility far exceeded it.

At this level, he could maintain this state almost constantly without any problems, not just in specific situations.

KIEEEEEEEK-!!!

"Upper body, aiming for... the neck."

A horizontal slash?

The demonic beasts, not yet noticing his speed, began to counterattack, but they were far too slow compared to his current speed.

His legs were overflowing with power. His arms were solid enough to tear through anything.
His senses had sharpened like thorns, expanding his vision not only to what was in front but also to what his eyes couldn't see.

It felt like invisible feelers were attached to his head.

He easily avoided the attack and planted his fist in the middle of the creature's body.

His sword had been broken for a while, but he didn't mind. In fact, it might have been cumbersome in this situation.

Though he had adapted surprisingly easily, this power was still new.

There was a high possibility that transferring this power to another object would still be difficult.
For now, there seemed to be no need to increase his power further.

"Of course, if those guys show up, that's a different story..."

The person who transferred this power to him, Kan.
Anyone capable of controlling such a powerful person must be quite formidable themselves.

Whatever their purpose was, they were probably watching nearby to see if their orders were being carried out properly.

And now it was about time for them to realize something had gone wrong.

Seeing the man who should be under their control lying face down on the ground, the chances of not being discovered were low.

So what was the best decision he could make now?

"To run away. As fast as possible."

Duchess Charlotte would arrive here soon anyway.
If so, this incident would probably be resolved somehow.

Having made up his mind, he picked up the man who was still lying face down on the ground and started running.

...He's really heavy.
Did he just do muscle training in prison?

***

"Ahahahaha!! So you're running away after all? Not a bad decision... hmm."

"....."

"Still, I can't help feeling disappointed. I thought he might have gotten a bit stronger."

"...Your Majesty, now..."

"Yes, let's go. It's about time to..."

"Wait."

"....?"

In the sky where a sandstorm raged, a man revealed himself.

"...Who are you?"

"You don't need to know. I'm not here for a woman like you anyway."

"....What?"

His gleaming prosthetic hand drew out a long sword.

Ch.316 - Swordmaster
What is a Sword Master?
The dream of all knights? The goal and legend of all swordsmen?

Among all the abundant rumors, one thing is certain. It is a realm that exists in reality.

The sword is everything.
And all swords ultimately return to the sword.

Long ago, these were the words left by a Sword Master renowned for his strength.

Of course, most people dismissed it all as a joke.
Everything is the sword, and the sword is everything? Nonsense.

It was something only someone utterly obsessed with swords could utter. Yet strangely, a tiny minority of people still adopted those words as their guiding principle.

That's what it takes to be called a Sword Master.
If it were easy to reach, how could it be called the realm of mastery?

Among swordsmen who encountered the great wall known as Sword Master, there were those who challenged themselves to overcome it by any means.

And that became the motivation that improved their skills.

After all, seemingly insurmountable goals
often become someone's greatest motivation.

A man obsessed with swords. A man who lives for the sword.
A man whose only pride in life is his sword.

Very occasionally, such men rise to the ranks of Sword Masters.

Literally, those who have mastered all swords.

"Whoa?! You startled me!!"

"....."

The man before her was one of that kind.
Though not certain, she could vaguely sense it.

Even with her eyes closed, she could feel the powerful fighting spirit and killing intent directed at her in the shape of a sword.

At this point, it would be stranger not to notice.

CRASH!!!
Everything around her shattered each time his countless strikes came toward her.

Indeed, each attack was powerful, befitting a swordsman full of pride.

His mental state seemed somewhat disturbed...
But she didn't particularly care to point that out.

She grinned and extended her long nails to block all his attacks.

CLANG!!
The sound of nails meeting sword was an unbelievably beautiful resonance.

Despite blocking so many attacks, her nails remained without even the slightest scratch.

"I'm not into men obsessed with swords, you know? Why are you coming at me like this?"

"..I too have no interest in crazy women like you. All I care about is."

Only that thing in your hand.

Snap-

At that moment, something snapped in her mind.
For the first time, cracks began to form in the mask of bright smiles and indifference she had maintained until now.

"...Hey. Want to say that again?"

If you retract that statement right now and beg for your life, I might just spare you.

A murderous intent began to emanate from her seductive smile.
And it was strong enough to send chills down everyone's spine.

"As if the stench of humans filling this place wasn't making me nauseous enough...what?"

Her ability wasn't control magic but pure enchantment.
A power not subject to the penalties of control magic that Jenison had mentioned.

She didn't need to be near the user, nor did she need to exert significant power.

She just had to pray that her targets would do well on their own.

Then why hadn't she
invaded the arena?

The reason was equally simple.

She couldn't stand to set foot for even a second in a place filled with the stench of humans.

That's why she had remained confined to the underground despite having infiltrated the arena.

The arena. A place crawling with filthy criminals.
And the stands filled with other filthy people who took pleasure in watching them.

If it weren't for matters related to her mother, she wouldn't have set foot in such a place at all. This thought had crossed her mind more than once.

She hated humans.
She was the type who would rather choose suicide than compare other monsters to humans.

She only ever used humans enchanted by her as tools, and always disposed of them in some way once their usefulness ended.

It's difficult not to despise humans.
No, even if that weren't the case, it would be the most difficult thing for her.

And now some mere human desires her mother's body?

Not knowing his place?

Black wings sprouted from both her shoulders.
Though not large enough to cover her surroundings, the aura emanating from them was more ominous than anything else in the world.

She had never been particularly fond of fighting. She considered it barbaric. She had even thought about enchanting all her quarreling companions at once when she grew tired of them.

However, that didn't mean she couldn't fight.

She avoided fighting simply because she didn't want to get dust on her body.

One cannot control so many people by enchantment alone.
The reason she had been able to reign as queen until now was because of her outstanding strength.

Sometimes, one must rule by force.

This was only the fourth time, including now, that she had seriously decided to fight.

In other words, she had reached her current position after only three fights.

"Hmm? I said apologize, will you? Do you really want to die?"

"..You keep running your mouth. Crazy woman."

"...Crazy woman?"

Yes, that was also part of it.

That stubbornness that reminded her of that old man every time he spoke.
Even the arrogance and haughtiness of calling her a crazy woman at the end of every sentence.

She had always wanted to tear that smug face to shreds someday. And now another human who looked just like him had appeared?

"..You don't know what you're dealing with."

She was already furious about him demanding her mother's body as he pleased.
Thinking this was a good opportunity, she began to lower her stance again.

Like a track athlete taking a crouching position.
She lowered her body as much as possible and shifted her center of gravity forward.

A posture like that of a wild animal. The stance of a beast ready to tear out an opponent's throat at any moment.

"You know, despite how I look, I'm still a virgin?"

WHOOSH!!!

Her two feet quickly swept across the sandy ground as she charged straight ahead.

"Hey, Reinhardt. It's all over now...huh?!"

"...What is this?"

"W-w-w-wait!! Why am I suddenly...no. R-Reinhardt, why are you...?!"

"Just die, both of you."

"You goddamn son of a bitch!!!!"

At least until she saw the old man with one eye strangely hollowed out—not just the pupil, but the entire eyeball missing.

***

BOOM!!!
An unusually loud explosion echoed from the direction of the arena.

It was louder than cannon fire...no, far louder than the sound of ordinary attack spells colliding.

'..What's that? Were there still people who hadn't left?'

It seemed suspicious that monsters could have made that sound.

To make such a loud noise...
The strength of those monsters from earlier seemed far from sufficient.

'Besides...there's definitely a faint flow of mana coming from that direction.'

What on earth is happening over there?
Who could possibly create such a massive flow of mana?

Questions piled up one after another, but unfortunately, I didn't have the capacity to think about all this right now.

"F...uck...slow down a bit, you son of a...ugh.."

"..Please just keep quiet while we go. It's already filthy hard carrying you while running."

What capacity to think about other things when I'm carrying this lion-like guy?
Just maintaining this speed was already more than enough for me.

My stamina had been gone for a while.
After fighting so much, it would be strange if my stamina were still intact.

My breathing was labored with each stride, but I gritted my teeth and kept running.

The only important thing now was escaping this place.
Whatever else happened, I couldn't waste any more time here.

≪Time Remaining 14:38≫

Time continued to pass even as we were in this situation. I didn't even have enough time to wait for my stamina to recover.

"..Hey, where...the hell are we going now?"

"Can't you see? I'm trying to escape."

"F...uck."

Why are we going deeper inside?
You crazy bastard.

'If you only knew.'

For someone being carried like a princess, you sure have a lot of complaints.

The words were too provocative to say out loud, so I deliberately kept them to myself.

If I had spoken those words aloud,
he would probably have tried to kill me regardless of whether he died in the process.

Since I'd already saved him, I didn't want to see someone die right in front of me.

"S-so, where are we going...? The exit is upward..."

"Somewhere we can get out. Don't worry and just rest."

"Bullshit...I'm going to die, you bastard."

The place I was heading to now was
none other than the passage through which I had first entered this place.

Ch.317 - Clash Of Monsters
BOOM! BOOM! CRASH!!
Countless thunderous sounds chaotically polluted the scene.

The battlefield was shrouded in dust clouds. This was no longer a mere battleground where criminals fought for their lives.

It had long since transcended human limitations. This was a battlefield for monsters.

"Kyahahahaha!!! Is that all you've got?! Huh?!"

"...I've been thinking this for a while. You talk too much."

Four slashes capable of splitting boulders flew through the air.
And before them was just a single swing of a blade.

No matter how you looked at it, the four slashes were in no way inferior to that single swing.

In size, depth, and power.
All of these aspects were far stronger and superior to the single swing.

It was a perfect series of strikes, evenly and fairly distributed with no flaws whatsoever.

"...Huh?"

"I can block such trivial attacks with ease."

But the result completely defied expectations.
No, rather than overturning expectations, it completely reversed them.

The single swing, which should have been shattered, deflected all four slashes.

There wasn't a hint of hesitation in the process.
It flowed like water, unfolding with natural movement.

A skill that others could never perform.
But for him, it was more than possible.

He was a Sword Master, the pinnacle of swordsmanship who could handle everything with a single blade.

Like a boat drifting on a river, the initiative naturally passed to Duke Reinhardt.

His sword cut through the air.
Whoosh-! A dull sound struck the air, creating another slash.

Her claws, which could reduce an ordinary sword to dust, collided with the massive slash.

CRASH!!
A tremendous sound shook the ground, but surprisingly, neither of them was injured.

Her elongated claws remained incredibly intact despite having blocked such a massive slash.

And the same was true for his sword.

Thanks to reinforcing his blade with mana, no matter how fierce the attack, his sword's edge never dulled.

If his mana concentration had been even slightly lower, his sword would have been in tatters by now.
Even a master of swordsmanship couldn't completely dominate an opponent with a dulled blade.

Moreover, his opponent was one of only seven... no, now only five remaining calamities in this world.

It would be impossible to fight such a being with a damaged blade when even a proper sword would barely suffice.

He was only able to hold out this long because he had reached the level of Sword Master.
Ordinary swordsmen would have been sliced to pieces by her claws long ago.

Every time claw met sword, a sharp ringing sound pierced the air, and the smile had completely disappeared from her face.

*If I were facing just this man alone... I might be able to handle him...*

She was contemplating.
Whether she should flee from this man who dared to treat her like a harlot.

Normally, she wouldn't care about others' opinions and would have fled without hesitation, but the fact that the man before her resembled that old geezer was holding her back.

*...I don't want to run away from someone who looks like that old man, if nothing else.*

She was a queen by birth, ruler of all.
Her pride was too wounded to quietly retreat after being dismissed like this.

Besides, this arrogant human had treated "Mother's" body as a mere object.

If she retreated now, there would be no shortage of those who would rebel.
Though they were all somewhat idiotic and annoying, they sincerely respected and admired Mother.

*And I'm one of those foolish daughters too.*

The wings protruding from her shoulders began to darken.
If they had been somewhat reddish before... now they were completely pitch black.

Her eyes began to turn red at almost the same time.

Her pupils, which had been almost purple, began to turn a bright red as if bloodshot.

Her eyes gradually transformed into reverse eyes.
Instead of white sclera, deep red pupils began to tremble violently.

She was no longer just a queen.
She was a monster that coveted all other life forms.

This was another reason why she had avoided fighting until now.

In this form, the title of queen no longer suited her.
Rather than a queen, she was more accurately described as a beast.

Her body blurred forward.
She approached the man before her at a speed too fast to properly see.

"...?!"

Duke Reinhardt drew his sword in surprise at the suddenly increased speed, but she had already arrived right in front of him.

Within arm's reach.
He was aware of this fact and focused all his attention on the woman's hands.

"...?"

Surprisingly, her hands didn't move at all.

Not until a stinging pain struck his nape.

"...What?"

"Kheung~?"

Crunch. Crunch.
The sound of teeth digging into flesh.

It wasn't just a feeling of teeth being embedded.
The Duke's mana, which had already transcended its limits, was specialized in extremely enhancing his body.

However, the teeth had definitely penetrated.
Otherwise, blood wouldn't be flowing from his fortress-like skin.

She had finally managed to damage his body, which was said to remain unscathed even when directly hit by a falling boulder.

Slash!
The Duke's sword swung belatedly as he realized what was happening, but she had already retreated far away with her quick movements.

With red blood staining her lips, she licked them in a manner that was truly bewitching and charming enough to be called a seductress.

"The taste of blood is... not that good? Honestly, I expected better from such a trained body."

"...Are you a vampire hybrid?"

"No? I just wanted to take a bite out of your neck~?"

"....."

"And even if I were a vampire, I wouldn't drink your blood again. What kind of blood tastes so..."

...Huh?
She tilted her head.

There was a slight taste in his blood that no human should have.

"...Have we met before?"

"What nonsense are you suddenly spouting."

"No, otherwise it wouldn't make sense for the taste to be so similar...?"

Have you ever made a contract with us?

As soon as she finished speaking, the aura emanating from the Duke completely changed.

As if saying that what had happened until now was just reconnaissance.
It was at such a level that one could believe he was an entirely different person from before.

"I should tear that mouth of yours first..."

"Oh...?"

A more violent reaction than expected.
However, if she probed any further, she might truly have to prepare to die.

The aura emanating from his body was already creeping up her own.

*Besides, it's dangerous to drag this out any longer.*

She paused her thoughts and glanced at a boulder in the distance.

Despite the clearly perceptible presence and clattering sounds.
Given that it had been noticeable for quite some time, whoever was behind there seemed to have no intention of leaving.

Probably one of the man's companions. It wouldn't be strange for someone who was clearly not an ordinary person to have companions.

*I don't know who it is, but the fact that they're not running away means they're not an ordinary human.*

A potential enemy.
Her brain began to spin rapidly, considering all possible scenarios.

For instance, how long could the person hiding quietly there, observing the situation, continue to do so?

If the human there was truly a companion of the man before her, they would likely move soon.

Humans are creatures with many unnecessary emotions.
They wouldn't just stand by while their companion was in danger.

She began to consider the possibility of someone else joining this chaotic situation later.

"Look, I'd like to play with you, but I really don't have time right now~"

"I've told you several times that I don't have time to play with someone like you either."

"You son of a...!!"

Whew-
Calm down. Stay calm.

Getting angry wouldn't change anything.
Continuing this fight would only be disadvantageous for her.

There was no need for a meaningless fight, and having achieved her goal, she had no reason to stay here any longer.

In a way, only her pride and stubbornness had kept her here until now.

*It's time to end that stubbornness too. I've wasted too much time...*

A new space began to open behind her.
It was also an implicit signal that she was about to retreat.

"No...!"

"Kyahahahaha!! Well, goodbye~! Hope I don't see you again!"

"Old man..!! What are you doing?! Stop that creature right...!!"

Before he could finish his sentence, she had disappeared.

The fight ended.
The thunderous sounds began to subside.

"AAAAAAHHHHH!!!!!"

And so the battle of monsters came to a halt.

Ch.318 - Mad Dog
The Mad Eye.
Literally, a crazed eye.

This rather uncomfortable nickname was actually given to an old man.

An old man who had replaced one of his eyes with a prosthetic.
A man who had devoted everything to magical engineering.

Due to his exceptional research skills, he was once revered as an imperial magical engineer. However, long ago, after causing a disgraceful incident, he was dishonorably discharged.

That was the real reason his name remained largely unknown to people.

No matter how talented an imperial magical engineer might be.
Using his assistant and numerous palace servants as experimental subjects was an unforgivable crime.

The only reason he was still alive was precisely because of his skills.

Several nobles who recognized his extraordinary magical engineering abilities had petitioned the emperor, arguing that killing him would be a tremendous loss to society.

It was obvious. They probably thought he might be useful someday.
After all, magical engineers were already in critically short supply.

They likely thought it wouldn't be a bad idea to establish connections with skilled magical engineers like him.

The lives of a few commoners and servants were nothing compared to the value they could gain by maintaining a relationship with him in the future.

"Unacceptable."

"But Your Majesty!! That man's abilities...!!"

"Do you truly not understand that someone with such abilities could potentially rebel against the empire?! Do you think I lack such foresight?!"

However, a variable emerged in their plans.
The current emperor, Siegfried, who they had expected would naturally agree with their thinking, opposed them.

The imperial power was as formidable as ever, both then and now. In the end, though he avoided execution, he received a punishment nearly equivalent to death.

"This court orders the immediate and indefinite transfer of the defendant to the Arena."

The Arena. A bottomless pit where only the worst of criminals were sent.
He, who had never held a sword in his life, was thus sentenced to exile in the Arena.

And there, he met a man.

"You've aged, Mad Eye. You look a bit more haggard than when I last saw you."

"...Who are you? I don't recognize your face."

"Reinhardt."

"....?!"

"The name of the master you'll be serving from now on."

That's how he managed to escape from the Arena.
He created his own hideout and lived there.

Until the imperial pursuit died down.
And hopefully, until the man who had helped him escape wouldn't come looking for him.

Fortunately, as the saying goes, it's darkest under the lamp. The imperial forces failed to discover his hideout right under their noses near the Arena. Only then could he finally relax.

Whether it was fortunate or unfortunate that he had settled in a slum near the Reinhardt family...
He could overlook that much. To be frank, it wasn't like he was going to die immediately.

He felt the same way even when he heard he was being pursued by the imperial family.

By this point, most of the imperial members would have long been replaced.
Except for the current emperor, most would have passed their positions to their children and departed.

If so, there probably weren't many people who would recognize his face. It was reasonable to assume that the possibility of being punished was significantly low.

But that was all he had been told.

"..Crazy bastard."

He had never once heard that someone would consider fighting such a monstrous madman.

"Wasn't that Reinhardt fellow a Sword Master? And he's evenly matched with... no, even gaining the upper hand against someone like that?"

A sword slashed while elongated fingernails whirled about.

Even to the eyes of an old man who knew less about swords and fighting than neighborhood thugs, the scene appeared incredibly high-level.

If someone like him, who had barely ever held a sword, felt that way, it was a testament to how far beyond ordinary people these combatants were.

Just to be sure, he widened his eyes and began to observe the scene before him more carefully.

The seemingly tireless clashing of swords rang out endlessly.
And the surrounding buildings crumbling like sandcastles before waves as a result.

All of it.

He examined the face of the female opponent several times, wondering if it might be someone he knew.
But no matter how he looked at her, she was not someone in his memory.

If she were a woman who could match such a monster, her face or name would surely have been known, and yet she was a completely unfamiliar face he had never seen before.

"Judging by her appearance, she doesn't seem to be from any noble family... with such martial prowess, she would naturally be a family head or at least a branch family head..."

After pondering in the midst of the chaos for a while, he finally chose to take something out from the bag he was carrying.

"Since it's come to this... I should consider the next steps for this fight."

Reinhardt was a battle-crazed man.
He knew that better than anyone.

It seemed that after becoming a duke, he had hidden his characteristic fighting spirit and vigor due to the gazes of those around him. But in the current situation, there was nothing to hold him back from unleashing them.

Then, what would he do if he couldn't settle the fight?

"I don't even need to see it to know. He'd act like a mad dog. A crazy dog."

Having known him for a long time, he couldn't help but know, whether he liked it or not.

The whole world called the Reinhardts a family of knights.
However, knowing the true nature of the family head, he could not possibly agree with that statement.

Knight, my ass. It would be fortunate if he wasn't called a delinquent.

At least when fighting, he was no longer a knight.
He was a crazy bastard who would do anything to finish off his opponent, who would never let go until the other person died.

"It seems fine now, but who knows what might happen later. So..."

Let's make something in advance.
Something that could counter that stubborn bastard's demands.

The surroundings were in complete disarray, but for an old man who was once called the greatest magical engineer, it was not a problematic environment at all.

Mana stones tumbled out of his bag with a clatter.
High-purity mana stones were always like the greatest treasures to magical engineers.

"With this many mana stones... I should be able to make at least one decent item."

For instance, a magical tool that could track someone no matter where they were.

"Well, the best thing would be if there's never a time to use this."

At that point, he didn't know yet.
That the timing would come to find him in less than an hour.

"Hand it over."

"You... damn bastard...!!"

Grinding his teeth, he finally handed over the tracking device.

Click, click. The arrow of the magical tool spun around and then suddenly stopped at one point.
The direction of the arrow pointed east, completely opposite from where they were now.

"...The eastern region? Or perhaps the capital."

"...You're not planning to return to the empire looking like that, are you?"

"This place where we are now is also technically imperial territory, so what's the problem?"

"There are many problems, you son of a bitch!!"

Oh, my head...
He grabbed the back of his neck.

***

Meanwhile, not long after they left, other visitors came to the Arena.

More like assassins than visitors, given their attire.

People dressed in black from head to toe began to gather at the site one by one.

Neigh-!!
Soon after, accompanied by the rough sound of a horse, someone began walking toward the scene.

Pink hair so distinctive it was noticeable even from a distance.
The lord of this land and all western territories, Duke Charlotte.

He had now personally come to the Arena.

"..What about the Arena master?"

"Judging by how cleanly all traces have disappeared... it seems he's either dead or in hiding."

"They must have disposed of him. People who would do something like this wouldn't leave loose ends."

Those damn bastards...
The eyebrows of the man who usually maintained a gentle impression twisted severely.

There were still many useful pawns here.

"Where have all the inmates gone?"

"Most appear to have died or been seriously injured in this incident, but there are still some whose identities haven't been confirmed."

"...What about him?"

At that simple word "him," everyone around him flinched.

Duke Charlotte never looked down on others.
However, despite that, he was the type to distinguish between people by rank.

Except when he needed to be mindful of others' gazes, he referred to most people as "that guy," "that one," "hey you," and so on.

It was rare for him to call someone "him."
That meant he respected and valued the person.

"..Yes. We thoroughly searched the area but found no trace of his body or blood. It seems he escaped safely."

"..Good, as long as he's safe, that's what matters."

"....."

"Oh, by the way, I heard that Jenison has disappeared as well. Have any traces of him been found?"

Another "him."
The people around him flinched once more.

"...Yes. We found traces of the young master, but given the absence of a body or blood, it seems..."

"That's enough. I think I can guess the rest."

"....."

"...Then finally, the most important thing."

Have you found any traces of Reinhardt?

The soldiers' heads nodded heavily.

Ch.319 - Jade
BOOM-!!
The ceiling shook violently as debris rained down on my head.

What's happening...? The sudden vibration was so unexpected I couldn't even guess its cause.

A tremor this powerful appearing without any warning was nearly impossible. I instinctively looked up at the ceiling to assess the situation.

"Ugh...uuugh..."

Almost simultaneously, I heard groaning from the person on my back.

He was moaning like a sick chicken.
Looking at him, you'd never believe this was the Champion of the Arena—just some guy who knew how to throw punches.

Smirking to myself, I continued rushing forward.

We'd been in the underground area of the Arena for quite some time now.
It should be visible soon, so why hasn't it appeared yet?

*This should be around here...*

Sure enough, not long after, I heard a distant sound like something hard scraping against the ground.

That wasn't all. There was also a phlegmy gurgling noise.
Followed by clattering sounds.

"Of course...they wouldn't just disappear."

It wouldn't make sense for things that were perfectly fine until I entered to suddenly vanish...

Grrrrrr-
Click-click-click-click-!

Black skeletons emanating sinister dark energy began to appear in the distance.

Somehow they seemed to radiate an even stranger aura than before I entered this place.

I stopped running forward.
Right now, I needed to carefully assess the situation.

On one side were the immortal skeletons—no matter how many times you destroyed them, their numbers never decreased.

On my side was one injured person who couldn't even hold himself up.
Someone who couldn't move on his own unless I carried him.

In the past, I would have coolly abandoned him and left, but now I couldn't—that was the problem.

But he wasn't exactly lightweight either...
Even if he weighed less than average, a grown man couldn't possibly be as light as a scrawny kid.

My movement was naturally restricted.
It was clear I wouldn't be able to escape as easily as when I first entered.

*But...this is the only way I know. If we don't go this way, we'll waste an enormous amount of time..*

If only I could open a portal again...
I'd already tried countless times, but for some reason, the status window wouldn't budge.

We were completely isolated.
Being unable to use the portal meant I would have to walk all the way back to the Academy on foot.

Of course, escaping from here was the priority right now, so I didn't need to worry about that yet...

*Seriously. They gave me something completely useless.*

What kind of special gift was something I couldn't control at will?

No matter how many times I thought about it, I still couldn't understand the reasoning.
How could a goddess, of all beings, give such a useless gift?

My complaints ended surprisingly quickly.
It wasn't sensible to grumble for long in a situation where I couldn't predict what would happen next.

Rather than blaming the situation, I needed to figure out how to get through it.

*I think I can use one arm at least. Will that be enough?*

I couldn't be sure.
No, it was nearly impossible.

If I were facing mindless monsters, maybe. But these skeletons could coordinate with each other and had individual skills comparable to knights. Escaping without a scratch while carrying this burden was virtually impossible.

It was an unfair fight no matter how I looked at it.
If I calculated the probability of success...about 2%, extremely slim.

But the truth was, I had no other options right now.

*...Haa, this is fucking shit. Really.*

If what he taught me had been worthless, I could have abandoned him without regret...

Did he teach me such good techniques just to make me suffer like this?
I was starting to wonder what was going on in his head.

I gritted my teeth. I needed to steel myself if I was going to overcome this situation.

"...Can't I just leave him here and come back later?"

That would probably be impossible.
As I said, these skeletons were intelligent.

They might be among the highest-ranking monsters I'd encountered so far.

At this level, they would certainly—

"F...ucking bastard..."

"....."

I stopped my daydreaming.
Then I charged forward from where I stood.

Thanks to reinforcing my body with mana beforehand, the ground where I had been standing was now deeply cratered.

Bang-!
A sound like snapping a towel echoed through the air.

It was so loud that the skeletons in the distance immediately focused their attention on me.

Black, empty eye sockets stared at me.
The pupils that should have been there didn't exist.

No matter how many times I saw them, human bones remained disgustingly unfamiliar.

While supporting him on my back with my left hand, I drew a long sword with my right.

If I were alone, I would have drawn a dagger, but I wasn't alone now.
To minimize movement restrictions, I needed a weapon with reach.

"Stop...shaking, you bastard. I'm getting...sick..."

...Maybe I should just dump him.
Ignoring the complaints from my back, I continued running forward.

Dark corridor. Strangely bouncy floor.
The endless clattering of bones.

As expected, dozens of black skeletons soon emerged from inside.

Their numbers had increased since I first saw them.
It seemed security had become more stringent.

"I could handle anything else, but this many of these things is going to be tough..."

I swallowed the words that had unconsciously slipped out.

Whether I liked it or not, I had to get out of here.
There was no need for negative thoughts from the start.

Well...if things got desperate, I could always let the human on my back take a hit or two.

As long as it wasn't fatal.
He could surely withstand a few hits.

Right now, getting out of here was the priority.

"I can...hear you, you bastard...damn it."

"....Ah."

Right. This human wasn't unconscious.

"You crazy bastard...I teach you techniques and you try to use your master as a meat shield...fuck..."

"Look, as you can see, the situation is a bit complicated."

"Fuck...use the technique, you idiot! I saw you can use magic too?! Use that!!"

...As if I wouldn't if I could.
I want to use it but can't right now.

Unfortunately, I hadn't specialized in magic.
I only learned a few basic spells for daily life and simple combat.

I'd never learned or used magic suitable for this level of combat.

*And using Dragon Language here would...*

I'd lose my way back to the Academy after breaking through all this.

I couldn't waste Dragon Language magic now.
It felt very unsettling to ignore the status window's guidance at this point.

And it's not like I had any means to contact the Academy from here...

*If only I'd gotten a few scrolls from Ella, this wouldn't have happened...*

I must have been crazy.
Why did I leave everything behind?

The Academy's rule prohibiting magical tools as cheating in the Arena was my eternal regret.

Even though it would be a waste to use one-time items.
Scrolls were technically magical tools too...

*I should have smuggled them in like students bringing alcohol to training retreats.*

This clearly wasn't a situation that could be resolved easily.
And I couldn't see any escape routes either...

Caught between a rock and a hard place, all I could do was deflect the incoming attacks.

Clang!!
Clang, clang-clang-clang!!

Sharp sword sounds, creepy clattering noises.

My position hadn't changed much from before.
Whenever I tried to move forward even slightly, attacks would come fiercely.

There's no fighting against numbers, they say.
Honestly, I never appreciated that saying until today.

There's a huge difference between a disorganized mob and people who coordinate well together.

Grrrrrr-!!

Their coordination was so perfect they might as well have been a single entity.
The skeletons' teamwork was impeccable.

*This...shit, this is going to take forever...*

"Stupid...bastard."

You just can't appreciate what you're given.
At that moment, a green light began emanating from his palm again.

A pure white, beautiful jade-colored light.

Ch.320 - Escape Successful
A beautiful landscape of qi unfolds before me.
For a moment, the world seems to be dyed in jade-green, creating an illusion.

What I couldn't properly see in the Arena due to its brevity was now unfolding before my eyes once again.

Not a sword, but a fist.
Those unfamiliar movements spread through my mind.

My body, which had never held anything but a sword my entire life, moves naturally.

As if I had practiced this for a long time.
Unlike before when it was briefly shown, all movements now settled naturally into my body.

Comparing now to earlier, it was like the difference between learning from a manual and watching someone demonstrate in person.

From the exact amount of qi needed to use the technique...
To how to control the qi in my body and make it flow where I wanted.

All of it was crammed into my head in rapid succession.

Nothing was blocked.
Rather, finding blocked parts would have been faster.

It felt as if someone was forcibly cramming knowledge into my muscles.

My body remembers the movements.
No need to process through my head.

That fact seemed quite remarkable to me at this moment.

"Here it comes."

"....!"

It's coming. A black hand approaches.
A conventional soldier with a sword in one hand and a shield in the other approaches.

The moment I realized this, my eyes reacted immediately.
No. My body reacted even before my eyes.

I discard the sword. At least for now, it was just a cumbersome tool.

All I needed now was my body alone.
In that state, I prepare to strike with my tightly clenched fist.

Until just now it was all ambiguous, but now it was possible.

This thing flowing through my entire body.
What it is and how to use it.

I no longer needed to think about it. I just applied force as I wanted, and the qi flowing through my body moved accordingly.

It was a strange sensation.
Like a new river flowing through my body.

But now I didn't even have time to pay more attention to this new sensation.

Getting out of this situation was more important right now.

Although I could only move one arm.
I could boldly declare and assert.

That one skeleton would be easily handled with just this one arm.

'Gather qi... gather it...?'

Is this... how it's done?

It was a bit different from drawing mana.
Nevertheless, my hand finally began to glow with jade light.

Compared to the color he had shown earlier, mine was a bit lighter but not bad at all.

Grrrrrrrr-!!!
Krrrrrrrr...?!

The skeletons began to make strange noises when they saw the jade light spreading from my hand, but the situation had already progressed too far to turn back.

With the movements they had shown until now, it would be almost impossible for them to avoid my attack from this distance.

Without any decent muscles, relying solely on the creaking of bones and joints to avoid my attack—these creatures were too slow, and I was too fast.

My clenched fist shot forward.
It collided with the sword thrust by the skeleton before me.

Kaaaaang-!!
Once again, that strange sword sound echoed.

A clear, refreshing sound that was impossible to believe came from a hand colliding with a sword filled the underground sewer.

-...?!!

Perhaps because my fist, which should have been split in half, remained intact.
The creature's invisible eyebrows seemed to rise in a strange expression.

But the most shocking thing for it was yet to come.

My hand didn't stop there.
Instead, it began pushing the sword further toward the creature.

My strength. My insignificant strength overwhelmed it.

But what was truly amazing was that I didn't feel the slightest bit of strain.

Even with mana reinforcement, colliding with such a well-forged blade should have transmitted at least some shock.

The abnormally enhanced durability of my body felt almost alien.

'But... this isn't the time to worry about such things.'

Crack. Crackle.
The muscles in my arm screamed.

The only part enhanced with qi was my right hand. The amount of qi I had was ridiculously insufficient to coat my entire arm.

My unenhanced body compressed strongly and cried out in pain.
It was crumpling under the force and burden placed on my body.

"Kuh... hnnng... urgh...!!!"

But even so, I couldn't lose to a black skeleton that didn't even have proper muscles and only had a few bones.

If I could break through this one, I could escape from here.
The desire to escape was much stronger than I thought.

Kang-!
With another clear sound, the sword broke.

No. I shattered its head along with the sword.

The creature's seemingly solid skull crumbled like a cookie under my fist.

For breaking a sword with just my bare fist, the price was quite small.
Even this pain was only because my body couldn't withstand the force of pushing too hard against the opponent.

As proof, only my right arm was throbbing.
My fist, which had directly contacted the sword, didn't have a single scratch.

This meant there was absolutely no doubt about the utility and efficiency of qi.

Grrrrrrrk..!!
Kroaaaaaaah!!

The reactions of the creatures seeing their comrade crumble helplessly were quite dramatic.

Some screamed as if going berserk.
Others charged at me while making loud noises.

Seeing them charge so aggressively despite their comrade being shattered, it seemed they had no free will.

Seeing how smoothly they handled their swords, they clearly possessed intelligence. However, I couldn't be certain their bodies were free.

If they had even minimal freedom,
they wouldn't continue charging at me after seeing their comrade defeated so miserably.

No matter how I looked at it, they seemed to show hostility to anyone passing through this corridor.

With their own will completely gone.
They were just like puppets following someone else's will.

Somehow, the golem hypothesis that had flashed through my mind earlier crossed my thoughts again.

'...Who created these things to make them charge so blindly?'

Unfortunately, my contemplation didn't last long.
Before I could finish my thoughts, another sword came at me.

Fine. I had just figured out how to control my strength anyway.

I swung my fist once more.
Again, my body moved before my mind.

Dodging the creature's sword that was coming down vertically above my head like a dance, I swung my fist at its head in that same position.

Just a simple backspin blow.
However, its power was enough to make one's tongue drop.

With just one swing, all the dust around swirled.

Thudududuk-!!
With another eerie sound, the black skeleton flew through the air in a parabolic arc.

With its skull and neck bones completely blown away, its body finally sat down, desperately waving its arms and legs without direction.

Even if I left it like that, it would probably move again later.
But at least I could buy enough time to escape from here.

The bodies of the remaining creatures hesitated for a moment.
Even without free will, they seemed capable of minimal judgment.

Not once but twice I had displayed such power, so it was a bit much to call it coincidence. They must have realized their bodies could be shattered like that too.

That was fortunate. Thanks to that moment of hesitation, I could see a way out.

That brief hesitation made everything perfect.
A straight path visible from afar. It almost looked like someone was beckoning me to escape through there.

My hesitation didn't last long. There was no other suitable way to escape from here in time anyway.

I had never learned how to kill soldiers who kept coming back to life.
Against soldiers who knew no death, I who could only teach death was too powerless.

So, retreat it is.
Retreat and keep backing away.

Having made my decision, I adjusted my grip on him who was groaning behind me, and in that state, I concentrated qi on my legs.

Focusing solely on leg strength for body enhancement.
I could feel the ground beneath my bouncing feet starting to crack.

Grrrrrrrrrk-!!!
The creatures seemed to notice what I was about to do, but the situation was already too late.

Kududududuk..
With a sound like muscles compressing,

Kwaaaang!!!
My body shot forward like a bullet.

At last, I had succeeded in the escape I had so desperately wanted.

Ch.321 - Relic
I finally managed to escape the underground sewers. But I still couldn't relax.

I had long since passed the section guarded by the black skeletons. They seemed to be protecting a specific area, so they probably wouldn't chase me any further.

Nevertheless, this place was still unfamiliar territory to me.

Unlike the Arena and surrounding villages where I had familiarized myself with the geography beforehand, I had never seen this place before.

Without that kid's necklace, I wouldn't have been able to come here in the first place. No wonder it felt so foreign.

Besides, this place clearly wasn't formed naturally. Looking at the strange devices installed everywhere... this must be the facility where that mysterious magical engineer stayed.

Since everything was artificially constructed from the beginning, I had no idea what else might pop out.

Nothing happened when I first arrived here, but maybe something worse than those things from earlier might appear.

I heightened all my senses as I continued moving forward.

For a moment, I recalled that impossibly high hole, but I could easily escape through it with my own power.

That's why I'd been saving my special power, the Dragon Language, for a situation like this.

Although I was a bit worried about the aftermath, that power would definitely allow me to escape from here.

"Now that I've come this far... the burden should be significantly reduced."

...Should I use this power now?
The thought that this might be far enough kept circling in my mind.

The booming sounds from above were also concerning... if I wasted more time here and some strange variable entered the equation, everything would be for nothing.

"Based on the sound... it seems like someone is fighting..."

I couldn't tell exactly who it was, but I had some vague guesses.

"Those bastards who controlled not only monsters but people as well. If it's them..."

They must have realized by now that things weren't going according to plan.

I had eliminated most of the monsters, and the person who was being controlled had regained consciousness before passing out.

I wasn't sure what they were planning to make these people do, but whatever the mastermind behind all this had planned was completely derailed.

"These vibrations are probably being caused by those people too...?"

There was nothing to gain by staying here any longer. That thought kept racing through my mind.

...Should I really use it now?

KUUUUNG-!!
The vibrations that had been constantly rumbling irritated me.

Even if I wanted to see what was happening, there wasn't much I could do in this situation...

I continued running forward.
At the very least, I wanted to breathe some fresh outside air while thinking.

The bouncy floor that went thump-thump-thump with each step was extremely annoying, but I ignored it and kept running.

Debris kept falling from the ceiling.
The booming sounds that had been echoing for a while seemed to be the cause.

"Why are there so many things to worry about... shit..."

I was already going crazy with worry about that strange quest...
My two legs continued pounding against the springy floor.

From what I could tell, nothing else was chasing me, so if I just relaxed and ran as fast as I could...

GRRRRRRRK-!!
KRWARARARARARAK-!!!

"...Ah, fuck."

I instinctively stopped myself from turning around at that ominous sound.

Well, in this narrow space, the source of the sound was pretty obvious.

TADADADADADADAK!!!
Countless footsteps pounded against my eardrums.

"...Wow, really. They're still chasing... me."

"Why... are they chasing me...?"

"Why? Because they're... pissed that I... messed with them..."

A large number of black skeletons, almost like a triumphal procession, were chasing me from far behind.

The skeletons' empty eye sockets lit up as they pursued me.
When I say empty eye sockets, I don't mean it figuratively—I mean literally the places where eyes should be were completely empty.

The clattering sound of bones filled the hall,
followed by the sound of swords and shields clashing against each other.

Given the characteristics of bones without muscles or cartilage, it should be difficult to run on such a springy floor. But they didn't seem to care about that at all as they rushed toward me.

Some were running on all fours.
They looked more like beasts than humans.

A kind of guard dog meant to completely eliminate any intruders.

KRURURURURURU-!!
GEEEEEK-!!

The regular clicking of teeth continued as they charged toward me.

Somehow, that black energy seemed stronger than before.
Could they have received energy from someone in the meantime...?

I don't think so... but I couldn't be certain.

It doesn't make sense that there wouldn't be a single person in such a large facility.
It also doesn't make sense that someone would abandon such an elaborate facility after putting so much effort into building it.

It was obvious that tremendous technology and time had been invested in this shelter, and it didn't seem likely that the owner would have left so easily.

If they did leave... well, they must have had their reasons.
Maybe they were threatened by someone.

"Now's not the time... to be thinking about that..."

"Could you please be quiet? I'm already running as fast as I can."

I kept running and running, but even I had my limits.
Unfortunately, I was just an ordinary human who hadn't inherited any special abilities.

I wasn't a beastkin known for their relatively good stamina, nor could I handle versatile movements like an elf.

My stamina was already depleted from fighting the monsters.
Just getting this far had pushed me to my limits.

Right now, I was running purely on willpower, grit, and mental strength.

But those skeletons?
They had no physical limitations and didn't even need to breathe like living beings do.

They didn't have to gasp for air with their hearts feeling like they might burst with each step. They didn't have to endure the pain of muscles contracting with each stride.

Fatigue didn't exist for them.
They could run at a constant speed anytime, anywhere.

Without byproducts like muscles or fat, they were as light as air, driven forward by the single-minded purpose of pursuing their target.

Even when broken, they continued moving.
Their movements were comparable to those of skilled knights.

Creatures with specs so unbalanced they'd be called broken no matter where they appeared.

...Looking at it this way, they really were unfair.
What kind of madman created so many of these things?

I guarantee that with just a few dozen more of these, they could form their own knightly order and have some left over.

They actually had the skills for it.
Above all, their efficiency in war would be unparalleled.

They don't die, they're intelligent, and they don't consume food or military supplies—how could they not excel in war?

I didn't know about other things, but they were definitely perfect for deployment in such aggressive operations or plans.

"No matter how I look at them, they don't seem like monsters... could they really be golems...?"

"They're... coming, you crazy... bastard...!!"

"I know."

That's why I'm running for my life right now.
It might look a bit slow, but this is the best I can do right now.

As I said, my body had reached its physical limits long ago, so my speed was inevitably slowing down during this continued chase.

Plus, I was carrying baggage.
It would be hard enough to run at full speed even in perfect condition, let alone while carrying the weight of an adult man.

"At this rate... I'll be caught before reaching the exit."

I'm not exaggerating—their speed was comparable to that of a rampaging wild boar.

This chase was extremely disadvantageous for me, carrying baggage and having to bounce around on unfamiliar flooring.

Realizing this, I immediately adjusted my posture.
Oh, of course, I put down the baggage. It wouldn't be much help in a fight anyway.

"Ack?!!"

I heard a strange sound, but I didn't have the luxury to react to every little thing right now.

Right now, I was just doing my best to resist the black wave before me.
The clattering black wave had almost reached me.

"...Fuck."

There are so damn many of them.
My fist pulled back, and finally...

≪You have met the conditions for using the artifact.≫
≪Would you like to use the Cursed Clockwork to control the dead?≫

"....Huh?"

Ch.322 - Real Escape
The byproducts created by Gates. Relics.
The power they possess varies tremendously depending on their type.

Things that cannot exist in reality. Literally making the impossible possible.

Similar to magic in many ways, the abilities of these relics depend on the amount of mana they contain.

The higher the purity and the greater the amount of mana, the more they grant abilities beyond comprehension. Conversely, there are countless relics with abilities so insignificant you'd question if they're even relics at all.

Compared to other magical tools that provide consistent and uniform performance, relics have wildly inconsistent performance and efficiency.

However, despite this, there's a good reason why relics are more highly valued than other magical tools.

Simply put, if they properly unleash their effects just once, they can exert power stronger than anything else in this world—they're essentially weapons.

≪Would you like to activate? Y/N≫
"...Yes, yes."

Whoosh!!!
As soon as I finished speaking, intense light began to swirl around me.

My vision definitely turned white, but strangely, this peculiar light that flickered around me for a while didn't hurt my eyes.

≪Relic: Cursed Clockwork binding complete≫
≪Setting for optimal efficiency for user≫
≪Relic: Cursed Clockwork's curse shows signs of breaking...≫

Ding, ding.
Notifications kept coming.

These notifications made me want to check them, echoing in my ears. Unfortunately, I had far too little capacity to think about such things right now.

Right now, I could only instinctively reach out toward the black skeletons that had approached right in front of me.

I couldn't explain exactly what it was.
But there was something in me now that could make the impossible possible.

I still don't know why my hand moved on its own.

But what's certain is that it wasn't my will that moved my hand.

And the second certainty is...
A mouth formed on my frozen hand.

A clearly human-shaped mouth, no matter how you looked at it.

"...What... what?!"

Crunch—
Before I could even express my shock, the mouth that had taken root in my palm opened wide.

With a mouth eerily similar to a human's.
It seemed to be chewing on something, then finally spat something out with a "ptui!" sound.

A small clockwork device. That is... something identical to the clockwork device I received directly from the Director long ago.

-Kikikikikikikik!!

"....?"

As I watched quietly to see what it would do next, a bizarre laugh erupted that would be unbearable to hear if I hadn't experienced it firsthand.

The laugh was so strange that even the skeletons charging toward me momentarily froze in place.

-So, birds of a feather flock together after all?!! Kyahahahaha!!!

"...What on earth is this...?"

-I finally escaped from the moon, only to meet a kid who resembles the moon?! Hahaha!!! I've become quite the joke?!! I admit defeat, I lose. Hahahaha!!!

Rejoice, little one.
I willingly accept this fate.

The mouth that had been chattering its teeth and rambling to itself began to open wide once again.

If it was somewhat bearable in size before.
This time it grew to dominate my entire palm.

As I unconsciously shrank back at the grotesque sight, the mouth finally began its story, licking its lips greedily.

The black skeletons piled up,
Forming a massive black tower.

Their number and size are worthy of being called a memorial.

What they desire is life and the dead.
What is offered in return is a piece of the soul.

But a memorial is ultimately for the living. The comfort and sadness, anger and pain, suffering and regret—all of these rightfully belong to the living.

Everything gained while living belongs to the living.
The dead must neither covet nor desire these things.

All aspects of living are forms of suffering.
All byproducts that arise from it naturally fall under the authority of the living.

Homes, land, sky, earth, even all emotions like the five desires and seven feelings.

All these things exist solely for the living.
The dead can never enjoy them, nor should they.

All the dead must serve the hope of the living.
All the dead must kneel beneath the living under the law of karma.

"....!"

At that moment, something amazing happened.

All the black skeletons that had been chasing me with murderous intent...

Suddenly knelt down.

Clatter-clatter-clatter-clatter-!!
Countless bones hitting the ground created a strange melody.

They dropped all their weapons. Even their shields. Some skeletons even bent their unbendable waists to bow their heads to me.

Speaking as someone who heard it directly...
It seemed similar in principle to a kind of brainwashing.

Excluding all other thoughts and ideas, making them listen only to your words—a form of brainwashing.

Completely destroying a person's mind.
Making them obey only your commands without any sense of self.

Somehow my hand moved instinctively.
For some reason, I felt from deep within that I could control these creatures.

"....."

Silently, I raised my right hand.
Yes, the hand where the mouth had appeared earlier.

The sight of almost all the black skeletons raising their hands just like me was truly spectacular.

The skeletons that had moved freely just moments ago were nowhere to be seen.
In this place now were only puppets I could control at will, dozens of them.

..This might be more dangerous than I thought.

Now I understood why the Director had repeatedly warned me to be careful when using it before giving it to me.

This is a dangerous item.
Especially in places like battlefields where many people die.

If you can replenish your forces whenever you want with troops that don't fear death, there's nothing more terrifying from an enemy's perspective.

'Plus... it seems to consume an enormous amount of mana.'

Despite training hard and increasing my mana to levels incomparable to ordinary people, it disappeared in an instant.

And that means...
Using this requires a ridiculous amount of mana.

I knew all relics had a tendency to crave mana, but this one seemed to go far beyond that line.

'Even though I thought I'd grown to have several people's worth of mana... what the...'

And according to what I saw earlier, it seems to have some kind of curse on it too...
No matter how good it looks, these drawbacks make me reluctant to use it.

Even its appearance is like this...

I'd heard there were relics that change your appearance when used, but I never imagined in my dreams that I would be the user.

I brought this relic long ago hoping I might see my mother's image...

I never expected it would be used like this.
It had been so long that I'd forgotten I even had it.

'At least... a gap has opened, so that's fortunate?'

If we just go back like this...
There shouldn't be any problems...

Somehow it felt like everything was going exactly according to someone's plan, which made me feel quite disgusted.

The moon this relic mentioned at first...
And calling me a boy who resembles the moon...

There were definitely more than a few suspicious points that I couldn't explain in words. At this point, it was clear that something I didn't know about existed around me.

"Ughhhh... sh..it, man. Let's just... hurry up and go. What are you... doing..."

"....."

..Should I really just go like this?

Fortunately, my deliberation didn't last very long.
I couldn't just stand still when he looked like he might breathe his last at any moment.

After adjusting him on my back as he lay on the ground groaning, I continued running forward.

Looking back briefly just in case, I confirmed the skeletons were no longer chasing us.
They were just sitting there where we left them, staring at me.

I thought we might be okay like this.

Perhaps, if there's no interference...
This might be our chance to escape.

What I couldn't attempt until now because there was no opportunity. Now, with no pursuers, it was entirely possible.

"Move (Mudança)."

The Dragon Language I had been saving so preciously finally revealed itself.

Ch.323 - Why Are You Showing Up There, Oppa?
Space trembled. The world vibrated.
As expected, crossing through space was by no means an easy task.

In fact, it's only natural. What I'm doing now is literally nothing short of compressing physical distance.

Magic related to space or time is consistently at an exponentially higher level.
Normally, this wouldn't be magic that someone like me, who had only learned a few basic spells, could use.

Space-time magic is known to be so difficult that at minimum, a 9th circle mage is required to use it reliably.

Of course, the amount of mana required is substantial.
The casting time and magical formula are also incredibly complex.

Since I ignored all those preparatory steps by using Dragon Language magic, there was bound to be backlash.

The first time was relatively easy because I had the portal artifact, and the second time I used the status window, so it was limited to just that.

Without the portal's function available,
I had no choice but to push through this chaos.

Fortunately, even in the midst of all this, my body seemed to be moving steadily. I had to take comfort in that.

Just hold on a little longer. Just until we arrive.
That thought kept circling in my mind.

"Ugh...bleeegh...f-fuck, you...bastard..."

"...Ah."

...Come to think of it, this person was here too.
He seems to be having a hard time holding on...

Well...I suppose if you're already in poor physical condition and then feel like someone's scrambling your brain, it would naturally be irritating.

'...Not really my problem though.'

"Bleeegh...!! W-wait, you...bastard, stop...shaking!!"

After my head had been shaking and my brain turning inside out for quite some time.

Finally, my vision began to blur chaotically.
At last, the colors around me started being sucked into one place.

Colorless. The absence of color.
A space of nothingness.

It was the same space I'd been seeing quite frequently lately when traveling through portals.

"It worked...!"

"Ugh...bleeegh..."

Though it seemed like there was nothing, somehow my feet were touching the ground.
This meant I could move freely here as well.

The problem was...unlike when using a portal, I didn't know which direction to go...

'...Should I just go forward? It's not like there are walls anyway...huh?'

Just as I was about to take a step.
A blue light appeared before my eyes.

Floating there was something like a large firefly that might appear in a game.

...Is it telling me to follow?
Why does it keep hovering in front of me?

By the time that thought crossed my mind, my feet were already moving toward it.

"...So I just keep going this way?"

"Ughhhh..."

"....."

...Ah, I kind of want to just abandon him.
I should have just left him in that uncomfortable state.

I didn't expect he'd be unable to even hold his own body like this. How did it come to this?

According to my original plan, by now he should have recovered.
He should have gotten up on his own and we would have parted ways completely.

Why, how did things get so complicated?

'...Of all times, those unknown guys had to attack now...'

He didn't appear to be under control right now.
But I couldn't just leave him in that deranged place either...

'But seriously, why is this guy moaning so much?'

His physical injuries seemed somewhat serious.
But not to the extent that he couldn't control his own limbs.

If he had just properly applied a bit of physical enhancement, this humiliating situation of being carried in another man's arms wouldn't have happened.

'...Don't tell me. Did he transfer his energy to me?'

...That would be quite serious.
If he transferred all his power to me, that's a big problem.

Just as no one carelessly gives away their mana,
transferring one's energy to another is truly a major matter.

At the same time, it's said to cause such intense exhaustion that no one would ever want to do it.

It's a bit different from mana.
But this energy, or qi, isn't all that different.

After all, he transferred the energy that was tightly packed in his body to someone else.
To put it simply...it's like giving someone else your health bar in a game.

Since he's splitting and transferring the vessel of energy itself, not something that can be recovered, he naturally feels tremendous exhaustion.

Of course, since the size of the vessel itself is being consumed, natural recovery is impossible.

'...The higher his level, the more horrifically inefficient it would be. And he still transferred energy to me?'

This guy is crazy...
Making it so I can't abandon him.

Even if he gave away the same 10%, the amount would vary drastically depending on how large his vessel is, and he just casually handed it over to me like feeding a stray dog.

I'm starting to wonder if I should call this tough or not.
Especially since there's no downside for me, only benefits, so I can't even complain...

...Sigh, really.
Only my poor back has to suffer.

After readjusting the unconscious man in my arms, I looked ahead again and continued walking.

Following the blue light flickering before my eyes.
I slowly walked again along the path that had brought me here.

Though this space was turbid without any color, I could still be certain.

How much distance was compressed in each of my steps.
That the breakthrough of spatial limitations and physically impossible phenomena were all contained in each of my steps.

'...But where am I supposed to go?'

My body is starting to feel numb, which means the backlash from the Dragon Language magic is coming...
If I could choose a destination, somewhere I could rest comfortably would be best.

A place where I could rest properly without caring about others' gazes.

Even though I don't have much time right now.
In this physical condition, there was nothing I could do.

Even if I couldn't be in perfect condition,
I should at least be in a state where I could put up meaningful resistance.

Especially since there will supposedly be tons of magical beasts.
Going there in this condition would only hasten my death.

'...Going to the dormitory where Ella is might be a bit problematic.'

If I went there, it would be difficult to leave again once people spotted me.

By now, the Academy must have noticed my disappearance.
They must be in an uproar. A student taking a portal back to the exam site after the test ended early.

Some would properly curse me as insane, and others would try to tear me down seeing an opportunity. I was reluctant to return to such a place so soon.

'A place where I wouldn't have to care about others' gazes...'

...There is one, but
can I really go there?

***

The open landscape came into view.
Originally, there should have been a beautiful garden here.

But after that incident, nothing was planted here anymore.

Because none other than her eldest brother...
had directly touched this place after becoming a demonic human.

Not touching that place was a strong expression of will to never repeat any of the family's past transgressions.

That was also why most of this ruined house had only received superficial repairs for show.

Whatever the case, this house was nothing short of the family's shame.
Keeping it would normally have been unthinkable.

'Of course, as long as I take the position of family head, those things will never disappear.'

Yes...this was regret. It could rightfully be called karma.
The sin of not seeing the truth clearly, being swept up in father's reputation and the praise of those around him.

As his child, she should have corrected her father when he went down the wrong path. It was her sin for failing to do so.

She should have tried to see reality.
She shouldn't have chased ideals.

She only tried to hide and escape from the cruel reality, never thinking to face it properly.

Because of that, her brother suffered.
And both her father and eldest brother fell into corruption.

There weren't many paths left. At the very least, she had to protect the family intact.

Therefore, she had to take responsibility now.
Originally, the family's continued existence should have been impossible.

If she took the position of family head in place of her father and pledged loyalty to the imperial family, it would surely be taken into consideration to some extent later.

That was something she had to accept.
That was responsibility, and one of the atonements she had in mind.

'When I first saw His Majesty...I nearly collapsed.'

"Young lady...no, Family Head. What are you looking at so intently here?"

"Ah...Uncle Han."

"Haha, I told you that you don't need to be so formal anymore. If someone who's about to become the family head tomorrow speaks like that, it makes me uncomfortable."

"I'm still just the heir, so please bear with it."

"Hahaha..."

"Ah...right. Speaking of which, how are the movements among the branch families..."

Swoooosh-!!
At that moment, cutting off her words, a massive crack began to form in the air.

It looked just like a Gate. Similar to the demonic realm where relics and magical beasts were said to swarm.

"What...?!"

"M-miss, get away...!!"

"...Well now. It really worked."

...Huh?

Brother...?

Ch.324 - 12 Hours (1)
The air felt somehow familiar.
A warm indoor atmosphere and the presence of another person.

It was completely opposite to the colorless world that had surrounded me until just now.

The ground was no longer transparent.
The same went for the surroundings that had been entirely gray.

As color returned, shapes began to return as well.

The whole world started taking form.
Evidence that I had almost reached the end of this exit.

Though it was a bit strenuous, my footsteps continued to rush forward.

My completely exhausted stamina no longer concerned me.
After all, this damned space would end if I just went a little further.

I kept running forward.
So I could escape from this black exit.

And I desperately wished for a place where I could rest peacefully.

Even if just for a very brief moment.

And then...

"..Huh?"

"..Brother?"

I had fallen into a place that felt extremely familiar.

*..Wow, I'm fucking exhausted.*

***

The illegitimate son who had left the family had returned.
That fact alone turned the Reinhardt family upside down.

Whether they liked it or not, Jenison's name was already famous.
Even if they tried to silence the servants, there were limits to what could be done.

Why had he suddenly returned?
Hadn't he left because he couldn't stand the family?

Why had he returned so abruptly while the head of the family position was still vacant?

Jenison's return was enough to become the talk of many people.

People speculated various reasons.
Each spread different stories to those around them.

It was only natural that various rumors would arise about Jenison, who had suddenly returned to the mansion without anyone noticing.

Especially since the position of family head was still vacant, albeit unofficially.
Even as an illegitimate son, Jenison had sufficient qualification since he carried the blood of the Reinhardt family.

Well... if he had heard this himself, he would have backed away in horror, but right now he wasn't saying anything anyway.

With Jenison suddenly fallen into deep sleep,
it was the perfect time for people to express their own opinions.

*So... he came back to take the family head position...?*

*Then... what happens to the young lady? After all her efforts...*

*Impossible...!! No matter how you look at it, my son is much better than that young brat...!!*

Who was it that said rumors travel a thousand miles without feet?
In that short time, not only the servants but also the branch families could hear various rumors.

As is the nature of rumors, they grew larger and larger as they passed through many people's mouths and entered people's ears.

If there had been someone to control the rumors, it might have been different.
Unfortunately, there was no one to do that either.

News had even reached them that the Academy had belatedly discovered his disappearance and was actively searching for him.

With the Academy already in an uproar due to the recent incident,
Jenison's return made the family members and household even more tumultuous.

Especially for Aria, the only direct descendant, as well as those from the branch families with the closest bloodline.

"Why... why did that bastard have to return of all people... why?!"

In a dark room, a loud voice erupted along with the sound of a fist pounding on a desk.

The owner of the voice was Rior Redwill.
He was the head of the Redwill family, a branch of the Reinhardt family.

His aged face looked as kind as a village schoolmaster, but in reality, his character was far from righteous.

Greedy and coveting things beyond his station.
Everyone who knew his true nature described him that way.

Fortunately, the Redwill family had managed to survive thanks to their connection as a branch of the Reinhardt family. Without that, many believed the Redwill family would have been destroyed long ago.

Whether the Reinhardt blood had thinned over time or not,
he was definitely not a person suited for the position of family head.

Rather, judging by his conduct alone, he seemed more suited to be a prodigal son than a family head.

He fills his stomach with rich food without thanking the farmers.
He hoards gold in excess while insulting and humiliating commoners.
He ignores the bitter opinions of loyal retainers and only listens to the sweet words of sycophants.

As this situation continued, residents under the Redwill family kept leaving the land, and recently even the servants and retainers who had served the Redwill family were frequently departing.

That's why the succession issue of the Reinhardt family was even more important now!
It would be much better for his son to inherit the Reinhardt family than for some unknown girl to become the head.

His thoughts were remarkably discriminatory and simple, given that he was in no position to say anything about the Reinhardt family.

If his child was a student at the Academy,
he would have certainly heard the name Aria Reinhardt at least once.

Yet he simply treated her as an insignificant girl, thinking that his son Wilford would be more capable in every aspect.

*I've already won over several subordinate families in preparation. Unless they're insane, they'll all agree to my son inheriting the position of family head. But why...!!!*

Why did that outsider who had left the family return at a time like this?
And secretly, without anyone noticing, as if he was plotting something!

For someone who had just succeeded in planning to devour the Reinhardt family, Jenison's existence was extremely unpleasant.

Like something stuck between teeth after a meal,
it kept irritating him.

Well... regardless, the Emperor had already decided on Aria as the next family head.
But since it hadn't been officially announced yet, it wasn't strange that he didn't know.

After all, an ordinary person wouldn't imagine that the Emperor would intervene in a family's succession.

Not knowing that Aria had made some kind of deal with the imperial family regarding the family, it seemed like a position worth coveting.

"Is anyone there?!!"

"Y-Yes...!! Master, what is the matter?"

At his words, a man who had been waiting in the corridor outside rushed in.
Though he looked like a knight, he was dressed in formal attire, appearing almost like a capable butler.

The fact that someone who clearly knew proper etiquette and dignity entered so quickly... was probably because he knew about the master's temperament.

The Redwill family's terrible character was famous in the area.
Personality education simply didn't work on a young master who had been born into wealth and privilege.

"Leon, summon one of the servants from the Reinhardt family to our house immediately. Secretly, without being discovered. Can you do that?!"

"Y-Yes...?"

The man called Leon tilted his head, and at the same time, one of his eyebrows twisted.

Normally, this would be an absurd request.
No, before even discussing whether it made sense, it was something that shouldn't be done.

To summon a servant from another family without even sending a letter. And a servant from a ducal family at that.

What on earth was he trying to do?
Could he be trying to extract information about the family?

It was something that couldn't be done unless one wasn't afraid of the aftermath.
Yet he ordered it as casually as if asking someone to go to the local market.

"You can do it, right? No, you must do it. If you want to stay here a little longer."

I like capable people, you know.

A sinister smile appeared on Rior's lips as he looked at the clearly flustered Leon.
Leon was shocked. He knew well when his master's smile like that appeared.

Usually, he could get by with just playing along to some extent, but this time it went beyond that level.

The opponent was none other than that ducal family.
Despite all the ominous rumors and infamy, the fact that they were currently a ducal family remained unchanged.

On the other hand, the Redwill family was merely a count's family.
They weren't weak enough to bow to power everywhere they went, but the power difference was too extreme.

But he couldn't just say "That won't be possible" right to his face...

"Ah... yes, I'll try."

"Good, right now!!"

What a filthy workplace. I need to quit as soon as possible.
While inwardly resolving to resign, he quickly rushed out of the room.

***

"Like this... all the pieces of Mother have finally been gathered..."

"Someone was a bit late, but we gathered them quite quickly."

"Old man, you're saying that for me to hear, aren't you? Huh?!"

"Kyahahahaha!! Are you fighting again? Kuhehe..."

"Ah, shut up. That bastard comes in with his leg cut off again and causes all this trouble?"

"Everyone, quiet."

As a heavy yet dignified voice was heard, all voices in the hall stopped.

"Mother has given us an oracle."

Exactly 12 hours from now.
Turn the Academy into a sea of fire.

All the demons in the hall grinned in unison.

Ch.325 - 12 Hours (2)
"What if oppa doesn't wake up?"

"...miss. The priest clearly said there's nothing seriously wrong, so surely..."

"...Huh? I think his eyes are opening?"

...So noisy.
The strangely bustling sounds around me made my eyes snap open without me even realizing it.

I could feel my hair sticking out messily in all directions.

The ceiling looks oddly luxurious.
Why does it seem so familiar?

My eyes took in the high-end interior that most people couldn't afford in their lifetime.

*This is strange. Why does it feel so familiar...*

"Oppa!!"

"....?"

At the sudden unfamiliar voice, I instinctively pulled the blanket up.

Blankets are really helpful in these situations.
You can hide your body from others or even use it to attack...

Wait, blanket?

*Why is this covering my body...?*

"Oppa! Are you really awake?"

"...Aria?"

"You are awake!"

..Yes, I'm awake.
But why are you here?

Before I could finish speaking, she was already almost out the door.

"Wait just a moment, I'll bring the priest right away."

"Ah..wait, hold on..?!"

SLAM-!
The door closed like an iron wall. Only then did I have the chance to look around.

A bleak interior covered entirely in black.
Swords and armor displayed here and there—this place was definitely somewhere I recognized.

*Why am I here? In a mansion belonging to the family.*

I've thought about wanting to see Aria before, but...
I never wanted to come to a place like this.

There was no reason for me to return here after leaving the family...

*From the looks of it, everyone probably knows I'm here.*

If she's bringing a priest, then everyone must already know without me having to say anything.

Unlike others, priests aren't people you can summon at will.
Ordinary priests might be called easily, but Aria wouldn't do that...

*Come to think of it, was this mansion still being used?*

I was certain it had been partially destroyed...
Normally when such a large building is damaged, isn't it demolished? Why are they still using it?

I wanted to ask someone, but the person I could have asked had already run outside, so I realized I couldn't ask anything.

This might sound strange, but...
Aria seems to have become more impatient than before.

In the past, she would never have rushed out in such a panic. Instead, she would have calmly called the servants outside with an expressionless, stoic face.

*If I had to say whether it's good or bad, it's not terrible, but it does feel a bit strange.*

I decided to shake off my thoughts about my sister whom I hadn't seen in a long time.
Anyway, she's all grown up now. It would be silly for me to interfere.

Especially since I'm the brother who left the family.

She's growing up well without my help.
Suddenly, I remembered when she came looking for me before.

*She said she wanted to become the family head...*

I don't know what weight the position of family head carries.
Having never been one or shown interest in it, it's hard for me to even imagine that burden.

I always thought it didn't suit me anyway.
Even if I had wanted it, I'd long thought it impossible due to the principle of succession to the firstborn.

Back then, there was my brother who was better than me in every way.
Of course... he's gone now. But aside from disliking me, he was quite a decent person.

*An assassin from the back alleys becoming family head... just thinking about it is laughable.*

I reached into my pocket for a cigarette, but then remembered I'd left them all in my dormitory.

I smacked my lips in disappointment.
At times like these, nothing beats a cigarette...

*Wait, dormitory...? Hold on, now that I think about it...*

Knock knock-
Someone knocked on the door.

My thoughts were interrupted, and almost simultaneously, a tall, handsome man strode into the room.

Of course, Aria was right behind him.
...But why is she behind him? Shouldn't she normally be in front?

Well, given their height difference, it's natural their walking pace would differ. Still, isn't it proper etiquette for guests to enter after the host?

As I was about to say something, pain started shooting through my entire body.
It felt like someone was hammering every part of me.

"Ah...uuuugh..."

"....!!"

"O-oppa? Are you okay? Quickly... please heal him..!"

She said she'd bring a priest, and she really did.
The well-dressed man immediately extended his hand toward me, and almost simultaneously, a bright light emanated from where his hand touched my body.

A somewhat warm light, but definitely not hot.
It was clearly the power of holy energy.

Crack... crack.
My body twisted with strange sounds.

The sensation of my muscles twisting wasn't particularly pleasant, but the effect was remarkable.

The pain that had been dominating my entire body melted away like snow.
For just a bit of holy energy, it had an excellent effect.

"Ah... excuse me..."

"Stay still, I'm treating you!"

When I tried to sit up to express my gratitude, someone pushed my forehead back down.

No need to hide it—it was Aria.
Somehow, she seems to have become more of a tomboy while I was gone...

Imagining her previous expressionless, stoic face, this change didn't seem all that bad.

Anyway, she seems more alive now.
This is much better than before when she hardly responded to anything.

Our relationship seems to have improved quite a bit too...

"...Aria, you're heavy. And it's hot."

"Hey! If you're a patient, just lie still and accept the care!!"

"N-no, really, it's hot and heavy..."

"How could you just show up suddenly and collapse like that? Not even sending a proper greeting, and then doing this?!"

"....."

I had nothing to say, so I decided to keep quiet.
It's not that I didn't think about Aria... but I've been so busy lately.

With multiple schedules overlapping and ridiculous quests coming my way simultaneously, I couldn't help that my communication became sparse.

*I couldn't even tell Ella before I left... how could I tell you...*

Come to think of it... what happened to Ella?
If nothing's wrong, she's probably doing fine in the dormitory...

...Nothing should be wrong, right? Of course not.
What could possibly happen in such a short time?

She was always capable, so she'd be handling everything well. She was actually quite friendly with everyone around her...

*Maybe I should at least ask?*

"Um... have you contacted the Academy..."

"I told you to stay still."

"....."

My body froze at Aria's somehow chilling voice.
She definitely wasn't this cold before...

Even though I wanted to bring up Ella, some inexplicable pressure kept stopping me.

Normally, I should be heading back to the Academy by now to get Ella...

*If I mention that now, I might pass out again.*

There was no need to rush it.
After all, Aria would care for Ella just as much as I do.

If she knew Ella was left alone in the dormitory, she'd want to bring her here immediately. I was certain she would take care of bringing Ella without me having to step in.

"...Excuse me, I have something to ask."

"What is it? Do you need to go somewhere or something...?"

"No, that's not it..."

Did anyone else arrive here besides me?
Surely... they must have fallen here with me.

"....."

"...You seem to know who I'm talking about."

The man's hand trembled slightly at my words.
If nothing else, he clearly knew who I was referring to.

That means... at least they're alive, right?

To be honest, they looked like they were about to die from exhaustion. But since we made it this far, there's a high probability they're alive.

With a priest present, there's no reason to neglect the injured.
Even if they prioritize patients, no sensible clergy would completely ignore someone injured.

Besides, it didn't look like a serious injury...
At most, they were just completely drained of energy, so they probably recovered well on their own.

The man's relaxed attitude seemed to confirm my assumptions.

"...Just to be sure, they are alive, right?"

"...The first thing you ask after waking up is about that person?"

"...Huh?"

"Yes, they're alive. But why is that person the first one you ask about?"

"....Oh."

"Surely oppa... I don't think you're into men, are you?"

"..Are you crazy?"

"Right, of course not. Otherwise you wouldn't keep Ella so close..."

..She seems to be imagining something strange again.
It was quite annoying how she was muttering something in a voice only she could hear.

*I really wish I could at least hear what she said last...*

Ding-!

*...Huh?*

≪Time Remaining, 12:00≫

"..Ah."

Damn it.

Ch.326 - *slurp Slurp*
It had always been that way.
My brother never got along with others.

Why? Why did he deliberately keep his distance from people?

I used to wonder about that, but only briefly.
Before long, I too began pushing away the brother who kept pushing everyone else away.

At one time, I wondered why he lived like that, and I was utterly embarrassed to have such a person as my brother.

I regret those days now.
Back then, he truly showed nothing but a pathetic side that left me speechless.

Yes, back then I didn't feel even a hint of shame for my attitude.

But what's the result now?

The brother I thought was pathetic revealed his hidden power and has become incredibly popular.
My eldest brother and father, whom I was so proud of, ultimately succumbed to demonic temptation, and our family nearly faced extinction.

And finally, I ignored my struggling brother and was disappointed in him without truly knowing him.

That wasn't right.
At some point, I started taking it all for granted.

The moment I went to ask for his forgiveness is still vivid in my mind.
I was prepared to calmly accept whatever resentment he might express.

*But he didn't do that.*

Instead, he even forgave me.

He reassured me that all I'd done was consistently ignore him with a bit of mockery, and he even encouraged me.

That shouldn't have happened.
He should have been angry and condemned my actions.

Even if the other person is family, there are things that deserve forgiveness and things that don't.

The person saying those words couldn't have been okay either.
His heart must have been torn to pieces long ago.

Yet he responded with such detachment, as if he'd forgotten how to be angry.

That's why I reported our family and father.
No matter what, what the Duke Reinhardt did could never be recognized as "discipline" toward his child.

It wasn't something you should do to family, even if others might.
Of course, it wasn't something the head of the honorable Reinhardt family should have done either.

That's why it was so shocking.
Because the person who did such an unthinkable thing was my father.

One day, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

*Wasn't my brother... lonely?*

Even as I thought it, it seemed ridiculous.
Lonely? He probably felt liberated.

Living alone outside must have been much more comfortable than living in this absurd, authoritarian, and closed-off family. After all, once my brother left the family, he managed well on his own.

That's probably why he doesn't want to return to the family.
He had no reason to abandon his current life and come back.

His relationships with existing family members were all strained, and there were hardly any servants who treated him well.

Perhaps that small dormitory room was more comfortable than being around other people.
After all, back then, my brother clearly tried to distance himself from everyone.

And that hasn't really changed even now.

Though he seems a bit better than before, that's all.
I couldn't shake the feeling that he was still keeping his distance from others.

"J-just a moment, Aria. I have somewhere to go. If I stay here..."

"I told you to stay still. That person is fine, I'm telling you."

"Y-your sister is right, my lor—I mean, brother. Right now, you should just stay still and receive treatment..."

"That's not it. I really have somewhere I need to go..."

Look at him now.
Even with his sister right in front of him, he won't ask for help.

The situation was a bit different now.
Now I had power.

Power to rightfully help him no matter what situation he was in.

Though I hadn't officially taken the position of family head yet, most of the servants and even I myself were certain I would become the head.

I could fully use the authority of the family head.
In fact, I'd been able to use the authority of the heir for quite some time.

Although we hadn't completely cleared all the rumors and stigma surrounding the Reinhardt family, our reputation was still widely known, so there was no need to worry about lacking power.

He must have known this.
I had even told him that I would become the family head.

If it were anyone else, they might not know, but he certainly did. There must be another reason why he wasn't asking for help.

For example... perhaps he was involved in something so dangerous he didn't want to drag others into it.

*That might be possible. If that's the case...*

Though I didn't want to think that way, once I did, everything seemed to fit.

I didn't think he disliked or rejected me.
The atmosphere when we last met wasn't bad at all. It was actually quite good.

Then, excluding that possibility, the most likely explanation was that what he was doing was too dangerous to involve others. That had to be it.

His nature was definitely more kind than evil.
He probably felt there was no need to involve others in his affairs.

Of course, I'm not saying that mindset is bad. Objectively speaking, it could even be considered good.

No matter how you look at it, not wanting to burden others couldn't be seen negatively. At least, not by any sane person.

But that also meant he wouldn't seek help from others in any situation.

Even if they were his friends or family.

*That's too lonely...*

"No, I really have somewhere I must go. If treatment is necessary, later..."

"The fatigue accumulated in your body is at a serious level, brother. I don't know what happened, but you should at least rest for an hour or two..."

"If that were possible, would I be in such a hurry...!"

I didn't know what circumstances he was facing.
However, I at least wanted to go with him.

No matter what, I wanted to know about him.
That was what family should do.

Even if that wasn't what he wanted. It was what I wanted.

If I didn't do it this way, he would never take care of himself.

"...Sigh, fine. Do as you please."

"...?!"

"B-but, my lady...!"

"Help him up, priest. He's not going to listen anyway."

"...No, this is... *sigh*."

At least if other people's lives were tied to his own,
He wouldn't be so reckless with his body.

As I said, he's someone who doesn't want to drag others into his affairs. In other words, he dislikes sacrificing others for his own circumstances.

Of course... maybe he just doesn't like interference from others.
Either way, he's not the type to act recklessly when other people's lives are involved.

"...Thank you, Aria. I'll come back later to finish the treatment..."

"No need to thank me. Instead, I'm coming with you."

"...What?"

Besides, I owe him a lot. This might ease my conscience a bit.

It might be simple impulse and recklessness.
But for now, I decided to do what I wanted.

..Ah, his expression is really funny.

***

"Here. This is where that person is."

"...Isn't this the guest room?"

"Yes. It's the only room available now. The mansion cleanup isn't finished yet."

"...Not yet? How long have you been in this mansion..."

"I've been here for quite a while, but it took time to rehire servants. Given the inappropriate rumors about our family right now, even the existing staff left to find other jobs."

"....."

I couldn't think of anything to say.
That situation was, after all, almost half my fault.

Of course, if I had handled things better, this mansion wouldn't have become such a wreck.

*I didn't expect Aria to keep using this mansion.*

Wasn't this the place where she was imprisoned?
I thought she wouldn't continue using it, even later...

It seems my sister is much more resilient than I thought.

"Oh, and I contacted Ella too. There was quite a commotion at the Academy."

"E-Ella?"

"Yes, why? Was that wrong?"

"...No, that's not it."

..I'm just worried about the aftermath.
The aftermath of not contacting her for days.

"She went wild with surprise when she heard you were here. She's probably almost arrived by now."

"...Sigh, alright. Let's put that aside for now... Can I go in?"

Aria nodded, and the priest who followed behind slowly opened the door.

As soon as the door opened, holy energy flowed out, making me think the injury must be serious.

*It wasn't a significant injury back then...*

If this much holy energy is leaking out, just how badly injured...?

"....?"

The scene revealed as the door finally opened was enough to bewilder me.

"..Oh? You're here."

*Munch munch. Munch munch munch.*

Far from being injured, his body looked perfectly fine.
Unlike before, his face was full of vitality and color.

The spoon in his hand, which showed no signs of any problem, moved ceaselessly.

Ch.327 - Royal Assassination
Do you know what happens when a person's sense of emptiness reaches its peak?
I could proudly say that I've seen more such people than anyone else.

In wartime, nobody cares about such things. The battlefield is where you'll find the most people consumed by emptiness.

It would be strange to find vitality in a place where people kill each other.
If no one else, at least soldiers couldn't help but be overwhelmed by despair.

Blood stains their hands. Their own hands, no one else's.

In the past, many harmed themselves because they hated that feeling.
Others killed even more people in desperate attempts to justify their actions.

I, too, absolutely despised that feeling back then.

It felt like everything I could do was being negated.
Like everything I had done until then was wrong.

I thought I'd never feel that way again after that time...

"Hey, this is fucking delicious! This bastard grew up eating this stuff every day, huh?"

"....."

"What's with that face? Does it bother you that your master wants to eat? Huh?!"

"....."

"If you knew how I've been treated in prison all this time, you'd fall over in shock, you punk~"

"...Why should I care about that..."

"Shut up!! Just bring me more food, I'm hungry."

"....."

"What are you doing? Hurry up!!"

This is so fucking annoying.

Even after all this time, this shitty feeling hasn't changed at all.

***

"...So what happened?"

"What?"

"Haaa...seriously. I've been asking the same thing. How are you so unharmed..."

"Hey, can I have some more of this? It's delicious."

"...Unbelievable. Really."

"Again, this kid has such a filthy mouth. Like he's chewing on a rag. Talking to his master who's like the heavens to him..."

"....."

*Smack smack*
I wanted to get rid of that unpleasant sound, but without a proper way to do so, I gave up.

I couldn't stop him from eating just because I disliked the smacking sounds...
I could have, but I didn't want to go that far.

After all, he was actually injured.

If he hadn't been injured, I would have snatched that bowl away long ago...
As I glared at him with such disrespectful eyes, I began to feel a sharp gaze from beside me.

"...Brother, did you save your master?"

"...What?"

"No...you just said 'master'..."

...No, shit.
How do I explain this...

My mind was racing.
If I didn't want to introduce that good-for-nothing as my master, I needed to figure out a way to escape this situation.

Of course, that solution wasn't coming easily.

But how else could I explain my relationship with that person?
No matter how hard I racked my brain, I couldn't come up with any excuse.

I couldn't deny he was my master because I had learned techniques from him. And the man sitting there wouldn't stay quiet.

With his personality, he would definitely cause a scene somehow.
He might even throw a childish tantrum while lying there.

I might not care at other times, but I didn't want him causing a scene here with Aria present.

Besides, there were many watching eyes here.
Rumors might spread about a suspicious person infiltrating the Reinhardt family.

I thought that if he was going to cause a scene, we should at least leave this mansion first.

"...He's something like a master. So don't treat him too badly."

"Oh...okay."

"...Why that reaction? Despite how he looks, his skills are quite..."

"Ah...no. I wasn't doubting his skills..."

"Then?"

After hearing my words, Aria seemed to think for a moment before looking around.
She appeared to be checking if there were any watching eyes.

Well...if there were, that would be a problem in itself.

Just before coming here, Aria had personally dismissed everyone around.
Normally, only that elderly person who seemed to be her secretary and one priest should be here.

The structure itself didn't allow for others to be present.

Even with the current head of the family away, this was still a duke's household.
No matter what disgrace might be mixed in, that fact would never change.

The family would likely continue to prosper, unless the imperial family directly declared the Reinhardt family a public enemy.

One moment of curiosity could potentially end someone's life.
Most people wouldn't dare, unless they aspired to such a fate.

After looking around a few more times, she finally turned back to me and continued.

"That person is wearing prison clothes."

"....Ah."

"Judging by the pattern, he's not an ordinary criminal... Did he try to rob the imperial palace or something?"

"..Pattern?"

...What does that mean?
Pattern? Was there such a thing?

Looking carefully after hearing that, I noticed the design did seem different.

The clothes of the man sitting quietly eating food with smacking sounds weren't the usual black and white striped pattern that criminals wear.

There was no pattern at all. Just plain white.
It was completely covered in white.

That was a pattern I had never seen before.

Even the criminals in the same arena weren't wearing such clothes.
At most, only a few people. Everyone else wore the striped clothes I mentioned.

...Honestly, I thought it was just clothes tailored to his preference. Did it actually have some meaning?

My thoughts must have shown on my face.
Aria continued with an expression of disbelief.

"...Brother, don't tell me. You've been with him and didn't know what those clothes mean?"

"...I don't think most people study criminals and prisoners. You're the strange one..."

"They taught us this at the Academy..."

"....."

I had nothing to say to that.
I probably just didn't attend that class. What's the big deal?

Back then, I didn't even have the luxury to properly attend classes. I was probably just sleeping as usual.

As I tried to avoid the topic for a moment,
Aria's voice followed, sounding somewhat disdainful.

"Those clothes are only given to those who attempted to assassinate or successfully assassinated imperial family members."

"....What?"

I was so shocked my head went blank.
Not just anything, but... what? Imperial assassin?

The imperial palace has such magnificent security that ordinary people wouldn't even dare attempt to infiltrate it.

And he not only broke through that but tried to assassinate a member of the imperial bloodline?

"Mmm-hmm... Wow, this is delicious too! Rich people's houses really are..."

This person currently tearing into meat with both hands, stuffing his mouth full?
This person who seems like he never learned basic table manners?

The mismatch only increased the confusion in my mind.

"Brother... you didn't know?"

"...I knew he was a criminal, but that... not at all."

I couldn't even imagine it.
How would an ordinary person think that the person in front of them was an imperial assassin?

Even someone with considerable courage wouldn't normally attempt such a thing.

Even if they had the strength to infiltrate the imperial palace, this was a completely different matter.
Anyone living in this empire would know the consequences of assassinating an imperial family member.

If no one else, people of the empire would have to know what a serious crime it is to assassinate an imperial family member.

They would live a life of constant pursuit.
They wouldn't be able to feel safe anywhere they went.

Every day would be hell. No country would accept them if they tried to emigrate.

Even someone with a completely broken personality would absolutely avoid the crime of imperial assassination... why would he commit such an act?

No matter what circumstances, this was too extreme.
Not just anything, but imperial assassination.

Normally, he would have been executed long ago for such a crime. I don't know why he's still alive or why he was in the arena wearing those clothes.

But one thing was certain.
He currently had some extremely significant circumstances.

"...I was wondering why he stayed in the arena for so long."

"What? Brother, what did you just say?"

"...Nothing, it's nothing."

Nothing... at all.
That's what I hoped and prayed for.

I prayed that whatever circumstances he had wouldn't drag me in.

And that those circumstances wouldn't be so significant that the aftermath would affect me and those around me.

I was desperately wishing for that.

*...The remaining time is about 11 hours.*

"Not much time left."

"Smack smack...slurp...Hey, throw me some meat over there."

"....."

"...Hey? Why are you just sitting there? I said throw me some meat."

"....."

"Hey, by the way, the food here is really delicious. As expected, the meals that noble lords eat are definitely different... HACK?!!"

"B-Brother?!!"

This crazy bastard, really. I'm dying of anxiety here.
The chunk of meat I threw landed precisely on his face.

Ch.328 - Looks Like Someone's About To Cause Some Serious Trouble.
Anyway, the situation was settled like that.
Nothing particularly changed or happened. Just my perception of him shifted a little.

From a strong but somewhat lacking man, to a strong and potentially dangerous element.

It was almost like thinking the person before me was just a man with solid muscles, only to discover he was actually a killer who had taken lives before.

He possessed great strength. And he had used that strength in dangerous ways.

That fact was more than enough to plant an arrow of anxiety in one corner of my heart.

"Chomp... chomp chomp... mmm... mmm..."

"....."

Even as I watched him continuously stuffing food into his mouth, a certain uneasiness remained in a corner of my mind.

His behavior seemed extremely exaggerated.
I couldn't shake the feeling that it was deliberately staged.

Well... not that I thought he would harm us right away...

*But I'm more worried about Aria than myself.*

Either way, he's an assassin who targeted the imperial family.
No, even if he failed, the fact that they put him in those clothes means he committed a crime equivalent to that.

Nothing good would come if someone found out that an imperial assassin was staying at a duke's household. It would likely cause social upheaval.

Perhaps they might even accuse the entire Reinhardt family of harboring dreams of assassinating the imperial family.

*In the past, that would have been impossible, but now, it's probably possible.*

The Reinhardt family's standing has fallen considerably compared to the past.
Even if no one would say such things openly, rumors had already spread everywhere.

There might not be visible mouths speaking nonsense, but there were many ears listening.

Rumors spread far and wide precisely because they had no feet.
And because they had no form, it was difficult to find their source.

Naturally, it was equally difficult to suppress their spread.

Even a powerful ducal family was no exception.
Rumors still wielded terrifying power everywhere.

The more you have, the more you have to lose.
Especially for the Reinhardt family, currently surrounded by infamy, there was clearly much more to lose.

*One way or another, it seems best not to let him be discovered.*

But... that would be difficult, wouldn't it?
I looked at him as he continued to shovel food into his mouth without pause.

The very thought of controlling someone who acts so shamelessly in someone else's home... that was misguided from the start.

No matter how hard we tried, he would eventually be discovered by others.
At the very least, other servants would eventually notice him.

Even I, who came secretly, ended up becoming the subject of gossip throughout the house. There was no way he wouldn't become the same.

And it's not like he's the type to stay quietly confined to his room...

Controlling him was beyond my abilities.
How could I possibly restrain someone so much stronger than me?

Though he seemed considerably weaker than before, I still didn't think I could defeat him.

Just look at him. He doesn't lower his guard even while eating.
That means he's ready to respond no matter who his opponent is, anytime, anywhere.

Only someone with extensive fighting experience could maintain such a posture.

Experience in combat is never something to be ignored.
Especially when the person in question is already quite powerful.

He could probably defeat most knights single-handedly, so there was no way I could do anything alone.

Unable to do anything, I just sat quietly.
I continued watching him eat.

"Nom... nyom..."

"Excuse me, did you say you were my brother's master?"

"..Aria?"

"Hm...huh? Kid, what did you just say?"

"Earlier... you definitely said you were his master..."

As if even he found it strange, her voice grew fainter as time passed.

After thinking deeply for a moment, he scratched his chin and continued speaking.

"Well... to be honest, I suppose that's somewhat accurate?"

"Somewhat accurate?"

"I never properly taught him techniques. I didn't have time for that anyway."

"Then... what about being his master...?"

"I did teach him skills. At least... I crammed them into his head. Even after doing that, he couldn't understand, so I had to demonstrate once."

"Crammed... into his head?"

"Ask your brother for the details. Hey... is there any chance I could get more food here?"

I wanted to ask how he could still have room after eating so much.
But unfortunately, I couldn't say that.

Somehow, Aria was giving me a fierce look from the side, as if demanding an explanation.

"...Damn it."

"Brother? What does that mean... hm?"

"....."

...How am I supposed to explain this?
My head was pounding.

***

The sincere conversation with Aria continued even after leaving the room.
The male priest stayed behind to continue treating him... and we proceeded without the butler.

Of course, all the servants were also kept away. There shouldn't be any listening ears.

No one would believe it anyway if I suddenly claimed the empire was going to be attacked.
But even so, some rumors might still spread.

Rather than letting false rumors spread, I judged it better to keep this a secret between just the two of us.

Of course, I wasn't going to tell Aria the whole story either.

"So... you can't explain properly, but you have somewhere to go right now?"

"Yes."

"...And you can't tell me why you're going there?"

"Right."

Whatever else, I couldn't take Aria to that place.
What kind of place was it? I couldn't bring Aria to a place that might be attacked at any moment.

Of course, I didn't explain that reason properly either. Or rather, I chose not to.
It was too unbelievable a story anyway.

Aria seemed annoyed after hearing me out, but this was still far better than her getting caught in an unexpected attack.

"Brother. Have you gotten yourself mixed up in something strange again? Hm?"

"...No, not particularly."

I can't really say I got mixed up in it...
Rather than getting mixed up, I was involved from the beginning.

I thought I'd answered everything I could, but Aria's expression remained quite displeased.

It seems she thinks I'm hiding something again...

"....."

I had nothing to say about that.
Even if there were other things, I couldn't tell her most of them anyway.

In the current situation, all I could do was keep my mouth firmly shut.

Seeing me like this, Aria sighed deeply, then after a while, she seemed to come to her senses and began pointing at me.

"Fine. Then at least take some family soldiers with you."

"...What?"

"Take them with you. Our family's soldiers."

"...Soldiers...?"

So we still had family soldiers left.

According to the rumors circulating, it wouldn't be strange if they left at any moment.
It was somewhat reassuring to see that the family was still intact.

...But why would she assign those soldiers to me?

Normally, if one wanted to raise the prestige of the family head or the family itself, more soldiers would be needed.

Aria, who hadn't yet become the family head, would especially need them more.
I couldn't understand why she would give what she needed to someone else.

"Sigh... Brother. You're going to do something dangerous again, aren't you? Did you think I wouldn't know?"

"....."

"You won't listen even if I try to stop you. And... I can't leave my position right now."

"I know. That's exactly why I'm not telling you."

"So. That's why I'm asking you to at least take some soldiers with you!! Anyway, right now, there's not much else I can do to help you."

"Then don't help—"

"Don't tell me not to help. I won't let you get away with that."

"....."

...How did this child become so expressive?
While it was certainly better than before, having that personality directed at me was somewhat uncomfortable.

I already had enough strong personalities around me, and if Aria joined them too...

...Ugh, just thinking about it made me feel suffocated.
Sighs escaped my lips without me realizing.

"...The soldiers would only slow me down anyway. You should use them to secure your position as family head instead..."

"Then at least take one person with you!! Just one skilled person wouldn't slow you down, right?"

"...Why go that far?"

"Young lady is right!! Why would you go that far?!"

"....?"

Was it because we were talking too loudly?
Someone barged through the door without even trying to hide their footsteps.

"Lending family soldiers to an outsider?! Even if you are the young lady, that's overstepping your authority!!"

"..Lord Rodwill."

"....Rodwill?"

A person who looked visibly greedy.
He was from the Rodwill family, one of the branch families of the Reinhardt house.

A count... so the family head?
The family head came all the way here in person?

*He must be really desperate if he's coming in person.*

"What do you mean I'm overstepping my authority, Count? As you know, this is my brother..."

"Unacceptable!! The soldiers belong to the family, they cannot be casually lent to outsiders...!!"

"...Outsider?"

At that moment, I had a realization.

Ah.

This old man is about to cause a serious incident today.

Ch.329 - A Fastball Right Down The Middle
The Rodwill family... huh.
Yes, I'd heard of them before.

Not in a good way, but a bad one.

A branch family of the Reinhardts.
A family that abused their power to bully surrounding houses, relying solely on their connections.

Even as a branch family, the Reinhardt name never lost its value.

The power of the Reinhardt family was too immense for that value to fade.

The power of being one of the Four Great Houses was nothing to scoff at.
I'll say it again—mere rumors and infamy weren't nearly enough to shake them.

That's why this mere count, as head of his family, would come here personally and show such disrespect.

He must still believe that honor and power followed him.
Otherwise, he wouldn't dare do something so foolish.

For a mere branch family head to come directly to a direct descendant and spout nonsense like this—even with the current family head absent—was absolutely unacceptable.

At least if what sat on his shoulders wasn't just for decoration. It was something that couldn't and shouldn't be understood.

No matter how much older he was.
There was a huge difference between branch and direct lineage.

"...Could you please repeat that, Count? What did you just say?"

"Ha, I'll say it as many times as needed, young lady. The family's private soldiers shouldn't be so carelessly handed over to outsiders. Each one is a precious military asset of the family—how could you consider lending them to an outsider?"

"...You do realize the person next to me is my brother, right?"

"Yes, I know. But isn't he already an outsider who left the family?!"

"....."

In reality, the Rodwill family wasn't particularly impressive by any standard.

They were closer to a filthy house that bullied others while riding on the Reinhardt name.

Yet the reason they hadn't been expelled was because they had never caused any truly irreparable incidents.

There was insufficient justification.
That was a major problem in noble society.

In aristocratic society, where appearance and honor were valued above all else, lack of justification meant you couldn't rashly act no matter what the other party did.

People said he verbally abused his territory's residents, but that was clearly within his rights and privileges.
Even if his abilities as a family head were lacking, that wasn't something other families needed to concern themselves with.
Even if rumors spread that dozens of servants left or were driven out monthly due to his tyranny, it was strictly another family's business.

No matter what he did, he had never caused an irreparable incident while using the Reinhardt name as his shield.

Perhaps knowing his own limitations,
he rarely picked fights with other families first.

Nobles don't care if a few commoners die.

He knew the habits of nobles all too well.
The rumors alone were enough to understand his cunning, so there's no need to elaborate further.

*But... would such a person act so rashly, even with the family head absent?*

No, surely not. How could the head of a family do that?
A count should have learned the unique social skills of noble society, right?

He must have some scheme he's counting on.
Otherwise, he couldn't act so arrogantly toward a duke's daughter, of all people.

My thoughts were soon completely shattered by his statement as he stroked his chin beard and spoke pompously.

"Many people already look down on you, young lady, for suddenly inheriting the position of family head due to the Duke's absence. How would people view the family if they learned you mobilized family soldiers for such a trivial matter?!"

Crack! Faint blue veins bulged on Aria's neck, despite her usually maintaining an expressionless face.

Her hair began to float in the air.
It was evidence that the mana in her body was fluctuating wildly with her emotions.

"...Wh-what!"

"....."

Sensing that her mood was dangerous, the count's body stiffened, but that was all.

Surprisingly, Aria showed no movement whatsoever.
It was completely contrary to the atmosphere that suggested she might burn his face off at any moment.

As a result, I missed the timing to intervene, and my hand awkwardly waved through empty air.

"Sigh... Count."

"...Y-yes?"

"You just said it, didn't you? That many people look down on me for suddenly inheriting my father's position in his absence."

Aria was exceptional. That wasn't just favoritism—it was an objective fact.

She possessed magical abilities far superior to others her age.
Due to her family's nature, she had trained with the sword from childhood and had sword skills comparable to her peers.

Considering that most noble children her age were still hiding behind their parents, her accomplishments were truly remarkable.

However, despite all that, the Duke's absence posed a major crisis.
For the Reinhardt family. And for the other branch families as well.

Duke Reinhardt. As much as I hate to admit it, his competence was truly outstanding.

His personal strength was also extremely formidable.
And it was mostly his achievement that had elevated the Reinhardt name to its current value.

Honestly, no matter how hard Aria worked from here, I thought it would be impossible for her to catch up to him.

He was literally the idol of all knights.
The head of the family of knights, the Reinhardts, and a duke of the empire.

It was natural that he couldn't be compared to others.

If there was someone comparable... well,
at best, it would be his blood relative who had inherited all his strengths.

"Can you tell me who these people are and which families they belong to?"

And among his children, including myself, the one who resembled him most was...
in my opinion, undoubtedly Aria. Aria Reinhardt.

"Y-yes? No... th-that's..."

"I am the daughter of the Reinhardt family. The only direct descendant now."

"....."

"If someone looks down on such a person... they should be prepared to face the consequences, wouldn't you agree?"

"N-no... that...!!"

As Aria stepped forward, his steps gradually retreated.
Apparently, he noticed that something was going terribly wrong.

"And regarding the soldier issue, Count."

"...Yes?"

"Strictly speaking, the only person who can be called a Reinhardt in this place is me alone, except for my brother."

"Y-yes. When did I ever dispute that..."

"Then, I don't see what the big problem is with lending our family's soldiers to my own blood relative."

"What..?!"

"Go complain at the Rodwill house. I'm telling you to stop interfering in other families' affairs."

If you don't have the qualifications or ability,
you'll end up getting hurt badly if you keep trying to interfere.

The Count's body trembled at Aria's not-so-subtle threat.

It was probably a mixture of humiliation at being lectured by a girl young enough to be his daughter,
and the feeling of defeat from being unable to say anything in response.

His fists trembled violently, like a phone on vibrate.

The vibration was so intense that even Aria could see it from where she stood.

"What is it? Do you have some objection?"

"B-but...!!"

"...But?"

One of Aria's eyebrows raised.
It seemed to say, "Do you still have something to say after all this?"

"H-he is clearly an outsider, young lady!! If word gets out that you're so easily lending family assets—soldiers—to others...!!"

It was almost like the desperate struggle of a cornered animal.
He rebelled strongly, as if burning the last of his life force.

Was it because he didn't want to lose control of the conversation even to a young girl before him?

Somehow, his expression and behavior seemed much more heated than before.

"If word gets out, what happens?"

"...Pardon?"

Of course, Aria wasn't going to back down in the slightest.
After all, she was the one who had come running to me, declaring she would become the family head.

Someone like her, who followed through on her words, wouldn't lose her nerve over such weak questioning. She wasn't that kind of person, nor would she easily bend her opinions.

She was definitely a daughter of nobility.
She had pride as one who inherited the Reinhardt bloodline.

"I'm asking what would happen if other families found out that I lent our family's soldiers to my own blood relative."

"T-the family's dignity and honor... would...!!"

"Do you think the Reinhardt name is that laughable?"

Enough to be shaken by a few people's words?

Aria smiled sweetly while the Count's expression grew increasingly rigid.

The fastball had hit him right in the core.

Ch.330 - Family's Private Soldiers
Count Rodwill, caught completely off guard by the direct hit, could do nothing.

There wasn't a single thing wrong with Aria's words. Everything she said matched perfectly from beginning to end.

This must be what people mean when they say something is irrefutable logic.

Otherwise, that stubborn-looking old man wouldn't be standing there like a statue, unable to say a word.

Nor would he be trembling with that expression of someone who'd just been utterly defeated.

Soon enough, the standoff between the two ended. Aria finally turned her back on him.

"....!"

Perhaps he never imagined she would be the one to dismiss him first?

His expression was quite a sight to behold.

While his face grew increasingly distorted, Aria's expression was one of relief. It was as if she was happy to have finally said everything she wanted to say.

Seeing her so pleased—someone who was always polite to others—made me think the man must have been exceptionally difficult to deal with.

"Brother, let's go. I'll guide you to where the private soldiers are."

"...Do I really have to bring one along?"

"Yes. If you don't, don't ever think about seeing me again."

"...Fine. I'll do it."

"M-Miss?! I haven't finished speaking...!!"

There was no need to hear any more from him. Whatever else he had to say would just be more nonsense.

I already had precious little time, and none to spare listening to his drivel.

Having one watchdog following me was already annoying enough... I didn't want to worry about this too. I didn't have time for it anyway.

So Aria and I walked down the opposite end of the corridor together. Meanwhile, he just stood there, red-faced and helpless, like a dog that had lost track of the chicken it was chasing.

*I wish he would stay like that forever.*

But that's... unlikely, isn't it?
I've heard there's already a lot of talk about the family head position...

Whatever else happens, that man will certainly try to claim the position of family head.

He was so consumed by greed that he would throw away his own family at the first sign of opportunity.

If all else fails, he'll use his children. They have the right as distant blood relatives of the Reinhardt family.

They just don't have the same level of qualification as direct descendants. But in the meritocratic Reinhardt family, even branch family children could establish their position.

Of course, promoting those children to family head is another matter... but it's entirely possible if the other subordinate families agree.

I don't know exactly how he persuaded them, but he must have been courting the other subordinate families for some time.

He clearly mentioned "other families" earlier. He must have some backing that allows him to act so boldly in the duke's mansion.

Such behavior would be impossible without the support of families other than the Reinhardts.

"..Aria, that... that person."

"I know. He just said it himself, didn't he? That there are people who don't approve of me."

"....."

"He's probably the leader of that faction. A count should have enough influence to gather people."

"...And in that situation, you're giving me one of your family soldiers? Even if it's just one person, giving me your strongest..."

"It doesn't matter. I have no intention of losing to people like that."

I'm going to revive the Reinhardt family.

As she said this, her face looked far more composed than that of several grown men.

Far more than most nobles in this world.
Far more than those nobles who only flaunt their money and pride.

The sister I hadn't seen for quite some time had grown beyond recognition.

To the point where she truly seemed worthy of the family head position.

"Come on, hurry up, brother. We need to get your soldier, right?"

"....."

"We need to get your soldier, right?"

"...Well, I don't really have time to wait for someone. Maybe we could substitute with a magical monitoring device instead..."

"....."

"...I'm sorry."

...Yes, I could truly say she was suited for the position.
At least she could subdue me with just a look.

***

The Reinhardt family, also known as the family of knights, doesn't actually have many private soldiers.

Private soldiers are essentially warriors owned by a family. The Reinhardts are called the family of knights because they've produced many knights, not because they own them.

There was no reason for exceptional knights to be bound to a single family.

The Reinhardt family could certainly command such loyalty if they wished. But above all else, knights had to choose their own lords.

The person they would follow—not the emperor, not the family head, but someone they personally chose to pledge their loyalty to.

People called this the oath of allegiance. And each knight could make this oath only once in their lifetime.

Regardless of family background or personal strength, only the knight's will was reflected in that oath.

So here's what I'm wondering.

The Reinhardt family. The family of knights.
And the Duke of Reinhardt, considered the pinnacle among knights.

With him gone now, how many private soldiers remain here?

"....."

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't estimate the number. With the Duke of Reinhardt gone...

Almost all the family's knights were actually his knights, following him alone.

It wasn't that he actively recruited knights. Most came here drawn by his reputation.

Though they nominally pledged loyalty to the family, it was questionable whether they would properly follow anyone without his word.

Survival of the fittest. Only the strong survive and enjoy everything—a somewhat barbaric way of thinking.

Surprisingly, the Reinhardt family, known as the family of knights, followed almost exactly this barbaric philosophy.

They might still listen to Aria as the direct descendant and acting family head... but whether those people would extend their loyalty to me was somewhat questionable.

I'm no longer a family member, and I'm practically disowned by my father.

*Were there even any people left here? With the duke gone, they probably had no reason to stay...*

"This way, brother."

"...Ah, okay. Stop pushing me..."

"Then walk on your own. I keep pushing because you keep trying to wander off in strange directions."

With her hand constantly pushing my back, I had no choice but to keep moving forward.

But... I don't even know the layout of this place properly. If it's not exactly the same structure as before, it's only natural that I'd get a little lost.

The similar-looking structures were already making it confusing enough to find the way out.

I felt somewhat resentful. Especially because it was her pushing my back, of all people.

"Here we are. That door up ahead."

"...That one?"

A wooden door that looked extremely shabby and worn. It was a door that didn't match this mansion at all.

The occasional creaking sound suggested it was about five to seven years old.

It didn't look like something that belonged in a duke's mansion—it would barely pass in a slum. Could those amazing knights really be staying behind such a door?

Looking at what was before me, I found it hard to believe. Even for a duke's family, would they really house their soldiers in such a place?

My confusion must have been evident on my face, because Aria, after watching me for a moment, continued as if she'd just realized something.

"....Oh, now that I think about it. Is this your first time meeting the private soldiers like this?"

"Pretty much."

I never had many opportunities to meet private soldiers or key family personnel.

At most, it would have been during major family banquets. And even then, I quickly slipped out because I didn't fit in with the atmosphere.

And I certainly never had the chance to meet soldiers who rarely attended such events and quietly enjoyed their time off.

Literally, I was about to meet them for the first time now. Those knights who once followed the Duke of Reinhardt—my father—and defeated all the monsters in the domain.

"Hmm... it'll be fine. If it's you, brother, even if no one else."

"...What's that supposed to mean?"

"You're still a Reinhardt, after all. Even if... not anymore."

...That sounds like she's saying they might attack outright if I weren't a Reinhardt, sister.

Her ominous tone made my extremities gradually stiffen.

I should probably be a little tense about this...

"...Let's go in then? I'll lead the way."

"What...? No, there's no need for that..."

"There is. You'll see."

Creeeeak—
With the sound of old hinges, that long-awaited door finally opened.

WHOOOOSH!!!

"....Aria?!!"

Simultaneously, a massive pressure swept before our eyes.

Ch.331 - Surveillance
What do ordinary private soldiers usually do?
That would be different for each person.

Some might train hard to improve their skills, while others might lazily lounge around and just grow fatter by the day.

The term "private soldier" uses the characters for "private" and "soldier."
Literally, they are soldiers used for private purposes, so their training is mostly left to their masters.

To use an analogy... yes. Private soldiers are like swords.

Whether the blade is well-sharpened for killing or left neglected to rust—that's entirely up to the owner.

In the first place, only families with some wealth can afford to train them properly.
Setting everything else aside, without family resources, the quality of private soldiers inevitably declines.

This is only natural, of course.

A dog raised with constant care will be different from one that grew up in the wild facing predators.

The wild one might retain its feral instincts.
But that doesn't mean it suddenly develops better breeding.

People learn techniques for simple reasons.
Because they're more powerful. Because learning them is beneficial.

The proper stance for holding a spear or sword, or sparring with others of similar skill level.
The improvement of one's swordsmanship through such practice.

These things couldn't be obtained just anywhere.
They were only possible for families wealthy enough to invest in their private soldiers.

"Haaaaaaaaah!!!"

"So here, you hold the sword like this and instead let it flow to draw in your opponent..."

"This is the sword I ordered recently. It's much lighter than the others, perfect for throwing..."

And the Reinhardt family was, surprisingly, exactly such a family.

What kind of family of knights would they be if they didn't take care of their knights?

Though they were private soldiers, they were still proper knights.
The family provided unprecedented, full support to those who became their property.

High-quality weapons and armor.
Systematic training schedules and comfortable quarters.

Honestly, the quality of support was far too good for people who were just beginning to take the form of knights.

They must understand it too.
How incredibly generous the support they're receiving truly is.

And naturally, they would want to repay it accordingly.
Knights weren't so dishonorable as to ignore honor and gratitude.

But there was something else to understand here.

To whom they had truly sworn their loyalty.

"Captain... Captain!"

"...Why the commotion? You're being noisy."

"It's... it's Reinhardt!!"

"...What about the Duke? What is it?"

Knights are people too.
People with their own will and clear objectives.

They had every freedom to choose whom to pledge their loyalty to.

Of course, as private soldiers, that freedom was limited.
But the head of the family, whoever held that position, was certainly qualified.

To be blunt, even those present here felt more gratitude toward Duke Reinhardt than toward the Reinhardt name itself.

Though they had received no small amount of favor from the family members as well.
But all of that combined couldn't compare to the debt they owed to that one person.

The term "private soldier" both suited and didn't suit them in a way.

Belonging not to the family but to a single individual.
Isn't it somewhat embarrassing to call that a "private soldier"?

"N-no, not the Duke...!"

"...Then what?"

"T-the young lady! The young lady!!"

"...Aria von Reinhardt?"

"Yes, yes, yes!!! That person, that person!!"

"Why would the young lady come here? Perhaps... she's looking for the Duke... something like that?"

The rumors they heard weren't important to them.
What mattered was that Duke Reinhardt was important to them.

Once loyalty is pledged, one must fulfill that duty to the end.

Even now, they were still tirelessly searching for Duke Reinhardt.

Believing he would return someday.
Determined to hear the full story directly from his own lips.

They continued waiting for that person in this small training ground.

"...Did the men do something to make the young lady come here?"

"No? As far as I know, nothing happened..."

"I feel the same. We've done absolutely nothing that would bring the young lady here."

"...Then why is she suddenly coming here?"

"The young lady is here!! She just arrived—gack?!"

"W-what? Who's at the door...?"

Of course, that didn't mean they had ever disobeyed the Reinhardt family.

The Duke may have taken them in.
But the family had also contributed to making their lives prosperous.

They weren't ungrateful people.
If anything, they were overwhelmingly thankful, feeling it was more than they deserved.

Even if they ignored what others said, they would always listen carefully to the words of a Reinhardt family member.

And for them, the highest authority now was none other than Aria.

The direct descendant carrying the Reinhardt name.
Rumor had it she was aiming for the position of family head.

She was the child of the Duke they so respected, and someone fully qualified to give them orders.

"Welcome, young lady."

"Oh, it's been a while, Sir Siegfried."

"What brings you to this sweaty place, young lady...?"

"I came looking for you."

"Pardon...?"

The captain of the knights.
That is, the commander of one unit, Siegfried.

His head tilted to the side.

Until now, the young lady had never once mobilized the private soldiers.
She always went around alone, saying she didn't need escorts, so what reason could she have for needing a private soldier now?

Moreover, at a time when everyone was competing for the position of family head.

If nothing else, private soldiers shouldn't be used carelessly.
Using them for personal matters could cause big problems later.

Since she too was aiming for the position of family head, she wouldn't want any unexpected variables or unforeseen incidents...

What could this be about?
What matter would make her mobilize private soldiers like this?

Various thoughts began racing through his mind.

*Perhaps she's found the Duke's whereabouts. So she wants to send me...*

If that were the case, it would make perfect sense.
Rumors were just rumors, but... at least until he confirmed with his own eyes, he couldn't be certain they were just baseless stories.

Where there's smoke, there's fire.
There must be a reason such rumors spread.

If that were the case, it would make sense why she wanted to send him now.

The other knights probably wouldn't be able to withstand even a single strike from the Duke before becoming incapacitated...

She must be sending him instead of the others in preparation for possible combat...

"Sir, I don't know what you're thinking, but it's probably not what you imagine."

"...Pardon?"

"I have no intention of assigning you anything related to my father. The same goes for the other knights."

"....."

"That matter... the imperial family has agreed to handle it. It's already out of our hands."

"...Then why did you call for me?"

"Ah, right. Yes. You can come in now."

Creeeeak—
Had the door not fully closed earlier?

At the sound of hinges creaking in the distance, not only his gaze but those of almost all the knights instantly turned in that direction.

"What are you doing? I said come in quickly."

"....Sigh."

Trudge, trudge.
A footstep sound accompanied by a deeply resigned sigh.

It seemed somewhat trained yet incredibly light, suggesting a knight wearing light armor.

If nothing else, that gait belonged unmistakably to someone who had undergone severe training.
Without growing up under exceptionally harsh training, making such light footsteps would be nearly impossible.

Not many knights could walk like that.
They weren't properly taught how to conceal their footsteps in the first place.

Moreover, even as his footsteps could be heard, his presence couldn't be felt at all.

Like a well-trained assassin.

Shhhhring—
The sword automatically slid from his scabbard.

The other knights did the same.
It was an almost instinctual movement.

"...What are you doing? Lower your swords, all of you."

"Young lady, but... outside there's..."

"It's my brother."

"...What?"

As she spoke, the person outside finally revealed himself.

Black hair and black eyes.
A boy wearing the not-yet-fully-arranged uniform of the Academy.

Jenison Reinhardt.
An outsider who had left the family, yet a direct descendant of the Reinhardt line.

Everyone there knew his face.

"...Young master, why are you here..."

"Sir Siegfried. This is an order."

"...Young lady?"

"From now on, follow my brother and report his every move to me."

"....What?"

In all his years as a knight, this was the strangest and most peculiar order he had ever received.

Ch.332 - Departure
Clank, clank—
The sound of a knight's greaves colliding with each other reached my ears.

A sound I used to hear quite often back in the day.
I distinctly remember hearing truckloads of similar noises whenever I approached the training grounds.

Not that I particularly wanted to hear it.
Why am I forced to listen to this now, of all times?

I continued walking alone down the corridor, completely ignoring the person following behind me.

"...Haah."

A sigh escaped my lips involuntarily.
It couldn't be helped. I'd been saddled with an unwanted burden.

I desperately wanted to shake him off somehow, but dealing with the aftermath was the problem.

When Aria gets angry, even I can't stop her.
It's not like I could avoid seeing her face forever. For the sake of avoiding the consequences, I couldn't get rid of him.

Unless we came to a mutual agreement and managed to hide it from Aria, there was nothing I could do in this situation.

*...Still, they said he's the most skilled person... so it should be fine, right?*

At the very least, he shouldn't die from a single blow. He must have enough skill to take care of himself.

...No. He had to.

I didn't want to move a corpse with my own hands.
Nor did I particularly want to deliver it to his family.

Besides, if he died, it would weaken Aria's forces...

Having been saddled with him, I needed to prioritize his safety.

And... to do that, I needed to assess his capabilities.
I should at least know how strong he is to determine whether he'll be helpful or not.

I stopped in my tracks and turned around.

"....?"

He still had that serious expression, as if deeply contemplating something.
If it weren't for that boring expression, we might have exchanged a few words on our way here.

But I couldn't do that.
Or more precisely, I didn't even try.

How could I make conversation when I knew nothing about the other person?

I've always been terribly unsociable, both then and now.
Regardless of anything else, suddenly acting friendly and chatting with someone I'd never met before was just...

It wasn't an issue with my mindset or attitude. My body literally couldn't handle it physiologically.

That's precisely why I avoided social circles despite making a name for myself.

Even I didn't like this aspect of my personality.
But no matter how much I disliked it, it wasn't easy to change something so innate.

*...This is awkward. Really.*

Having turned around, I stood there silently for a while, not knowing what to say. His head reacted before mine.

His gaze, positioned a head higher than mine, looked down at me.

It felt... somewhat unpleasant.
Maybe because it had been a while since someone looked at me like that.

As I fumbled with my lips in the unfamiliar atmosphere and awkward air, he began speaking first, with a slightly displeased expression.

"...Should I address you as 'Young Master'?"

"..Are you referring to me?"

"Yes. There's no one else to call that, is there?"

...That title still feels unfamiliar.
Is it because I haven't heard it in a while? No, I think Ella used it quite often.

His voice was so calm that I doubted whether he was the same person who had been nodding his head just moments ago.

"...'Young Master' feels a bit awkward."

"Is that so."

"Yes, just call me whatever you want. Anything but 'Young Master.'"

"...Does that mean I can speak informally to you?"

"Is that what you want?"

This was unexpected.

I thought he was a knight who revered his master like the heavens.
Was he saying that if I was okay with it, he could treat me casually despite me being his master's blood relative?

If that was true, I might need to revise my assessment of him a bit.

Honestly, from our first meeting until now, my impression of him had remained that of a taciturn, principled person with little flexibility.

Well, I personally didn't care how he addressed me.
But given his character, I expected him to reject such a proposal outright, saying it was absolutely inappropriate.

*But looking at him now... he doesn't seem like that at all...*

"..Do you want to speak informally to me?"

"....No, sir. How could I dare."

"It doesn't matter to me. I'm no longer a Reinhardt anyway."

No longer a Reinhardt.
His shoulders twitched slightly at those words.

Did he think I was still clinging to the family?

If so, that's a bit disappointing.
He should know full well what kind of treatment I received here.

Even someone like me, who knew nothing about private soldiers, could easily guess that everyone in the Reinhardt mansion knew about my position in the family.

I used to be famous in a different sense.
Whether it was infamy or not, I was known, so it would be strange if he didn't know.

"But you are still a baron of this empire. I cannot speak informally to..."

"You already know I don't care about noble titles, don't you?"

If I cared about such things, I would have found a way to stay in the Reinhardt family.
If nothing else, it's a family known for its authority and prestige in this empire, so why would I leave and endure such hardship?

After pondering for a moment, he bowed his head slightly and continued.

"Then, may I call you Sir Jenison?"

"...'Sir'? If you want, you can address me more casually."

We probably won't see each other again after this anyway.

Before I could finish, he waved his hands vigorously as if the idea was preposterous and bowed to me again.

This is actually an important point.
He should have waited until later to speak.

"No, sir. As a mere soldier, I cannot address a baron more casually than that."

"....Fine, I understand. Is there anything else you want to ask? We'll have to travel together whether we like it or not."

"....."

He started pondering deeply again.
His appearance reminded me of the Thinker statue from the 21st century.

His outward appearance differed in many ways, but the atmosphere and aura emanating from him were remarkably similar.

It was as if he would turn to stone right there if someone painted him gray.

I knew it was a pointless thought, but I found it remarkably difficult to shake from my mind.
Was I somehow overwhelmed by the atmosphere? That didn't seem right, as my body felt perfectly normal...

Before long, I too found myself adopting a contemplative posture similar to his.

After some time had passed, he finally broke the silence.

"....Sir Jenison, do you have any intention of returning to the Reinhardt family?"

"....What?"

I was so startled that I turned my head to glare at him with wide eyes.

This is absurd.
Say something that makes sense.

Why on earth would I return to that desolate family?

To seize the family head position?
Sorry, but I have no interest in taking what belongs to my sibling.

As I glared at him with a look that questioned his sanity, he seemed to acknowledge something with an "I see" kind of expression.

"Did that answer your question?"

"Yes, I apologize if it was a rude question."

"It's fine. Anything else you want to ask?"

"...There is one more thing."

"What is it?"

I had to keep walking anyway.
I needed to leave this mansion and follow the guidance of the status window.

If that was the case, wouldn't it be good to have someone to talk to along the way?

I didn't know what might happen on the journey or what preparations I needed to make, but there was nothing to gain from excessive tension.

Making a conversation partner, easing the tension, and most importantly, doing something about this awkward atmosphere.

Thinking it wasn't a bad approach, I mentally shrugged my shoulders.

"...The young lady instructed me to monitor you, Sir Jenison. What do you intend to do from now on?"

"..What?"

"I apologize if I'm being presumptuous. But this is the first time the young lady has requested something so earnestly..."

"....."

In other words, he's asking what I'm planning to do that made Aria look so serious.

For a brief, very brief moment, I considered my response.
What could I say to gloss over this situation?

No matter what I said, he would relay my words directly to Aria, like a parrot.

He wouldn't listen even if I told him not to.
Although he was following me now, his master was still Aria.

In that case, the solution to this situation was incredibly simple.

"I don't know either."

"....Pardon?"

"I said I don't know."

I might as well just play dumb.

I wasn't lying.
I still didn't know what I needed to do either.

"Let's go."

"Shouldn't you say goodbye to the young lady...?"

"I can do that when I return."

That's something I'll figure out as we go.

Ch.333 - Escape
"Miss, I've been informed that the young master has just left the mansion."

...So he's gone. For real this time.
It's not like I'll never see him again, but somehow I felt a sense of relief.

Still, he's family. Leaving without even saying goodbye.
It's just like my brother, but truly heartless.

*He never once told me where he was going, right up to the end...*

Of course, I could guess the reason.
He probably didn't want others getting involved in his affairs.

But that didn't erase the feelings of disappointment I'd been harboring all this time.

At least a word, no... even a hint beforehand would have been nice.
I wouldn't have followed him if he'd asked me not to anyway.

I might have had him watched, but I had absolutely no intention of following him blindly.

If I'd seen any signs, I would have escaped long ago.
My brother, after all, didn't want to take me there by any means.

I didn't want to do something he disliked so desperately.

Besides, I had more urgent matters now.
Internal affairs—securing my position as the head of the family.

What Count Rodwill said earlier was somewhat true.
I still hadn't firmly established my position as the family head.

To claim the position of family head, bloodline is important, of course, but the consent of other subordinate nobles is equally crucial.

Some might ask why other families should interfere in one family's business, calling it nonsense.

But when that family is prestigious and has other families under its command, the story changes.

Other families aren't fools or idiots.
They have no interest in boarding a ship that's clearly about to sink.

If some incompetent fool sits in the family head's seat, it's naturally quite displeasing from their perspective.

A certain level might be acceptable, but...
If the stupidity is severe, they'd side with another family.

There were many families that could rival the Reinhardt family.

Just off the top of my head, I could list three families.

What if other subordinate families changed their allegiance because they found the family head unreliable?
The Reinhardt family's power would diminish, only benefiting other families.

If nothing else, it was clear that the Reinhardt family wasn't their only option.

It was obvious when they lent their strength to mismatched families like the Rodwill family.

Then... there was only one option left.
I had to become the family head and keep the family in check.

Even if it was to help my brother later, using the family's power.

"...What about Lord Siegfried? He went with him, right?"

"Yes, I followed them briefly just to be sure, and they were definitely traveling together."

"That's fine then. Siegfried will send news of my brother by carrier pigeon or something anyway."

Now was the time to focus on the matters at hand.

"...Oh right, contact the Academy and ask them to bring the maid Ella here. She's my brother's servant."

"Yes, understood."

"Please help her rest here if possible. She's been working hard for our family since my father's time."

"Yes."

...He'll need at least one place to return to, after all.

"Miss... that."

"Yes? Is there something else?"

"About that man the young master brought... his wounds seem to have mostly healed, so I was wondering what we should do..."

...Ah, that's right, that person is still here.
My brother's teacher... that strange person.

He looked like nothing more than a beggar, but my brother never directly denied that he was his teacher, so they probably did have a master-disciple relationship.

If so... he must at least be a strong person...

...Hmm.
A good idea flickered in her mind.

"...Well, don't chase him out. Could you treat him with the utmost hospitality?"

This might actually be an opportunity.
Good ideas began flooding her mind.

***

".....Hmm."

...What should I do about this?

I rushed out impulsively, but now that I had, I realized I had nowhere to go.

There was still plenty of time left.
About 10 hours was enough time to prepare for anything.

But despite that, there wasn't much I could do in this situation.

Others might find it strange.
They might say if I know the Academy is going to be attacked, I should just go there.

I felt like punching such people right in the face.

"...Lord Jenison, may I ask where we're going? If you don't mind me asking."

"....."

"Forgive my impertinence, but we seem to have been circling the same area for thirty minutes now. Have you perhaps lost your way...?"

"..It's not that, just follow me."

"...Yes."

I know the place that will be attacked.
But does that mean I can prevent the attack?

What can I possibly do?

I'm not the young master of a duke's family anymore.
I'm just a student at the Academy, just a baron.

I've suddenly proven my strength and become quite the topic of conversation, but that's all.

Someone like that. Someone who has proven nothing but strength.
If I suddenly claim the Academy will be attacked, would anyone believe me?

And if I say we need to prepare for an attack right now, how many people would quietly believe that?

Moreover, it's not just students I need to convince now.
To strengthen the Academy's defenses, convincing students alone won't be enough.

The professors. And possibly even the director...

"....Sigh."

"...What's wrong?"

It was overwhelming. The path ahead was too daunting.
They probably weren't looking kindly on me for leaving in the middle anyway... this is tough.

What could I do if I went back there now?
Would they even believe me?

If nothing else, it didn't seem likely that anyone would believe a suspicious student who had disappeared on his own.

I had no idea what strange things I might hear if I went.
Or what time I might waste.

That was why I was lingering here now.

"...What would happen if I spoke directly to the director?"

I blurted out those words without thinking.
The director. If it's that person who's always said to be fair and just, wouldn't they at least do something?

At this rate, we're going nowhere. If it's someone who genuinely cares about the students... they might at least prepare some defenses...

I couldn't be certain.
I couldn't be sure what she was thinking.

But at least, it seemed worth a try.

After standing still and thinking deeply, I took one step forward.

"Lord Jenison, where are you going?"

"To the Academy."

"...The Academy? But that's now.."

"....?"

Why is he hesitating?
Did something bad happen?

Well, in the current situation, it would be strange if good news came from the Academy.

Students almost got hurt during the midterm evaluation.
And after that, various incidents, big and small, happened centered around the Academy.

It was so severe that it really seemed like someone hated the Academy and was doing these things.

*I understand why he might be reluctant to go, with such rumors spreading...*

But if not there, I had nowhere else to go.
I didn't even know the proper whereabouts of the attackers at this point.

I'd already rested as much as I could, and though I felt somewhat uneasy, I'd made all my preparations. It would be awkward to return to the mansion now.

"Besides... if I play my cards right, I might find someone who can help."

"...Pardon? Lord Jenison, what did you just..."

"Nothing, let's go for now. We don't have much time, so I'll explain everything on the way."

"....Yes."

***

A student has gone missing.
The headcount doesn't match.
At that time, traces remained showing that a portal had been activated very briefly, and so on.

The Academy was in turmoil for a while, and mentions of it still circulated occasionally.

In a way, it was natural.
An Academy under attack and a missing student.

These sensational phrases were impossible for anyone to ignore.

These sensational sentences would clearly affect the Academy's external image.
And further, the rumors that had already spread throughout social circles.

*So now we need to figure out how to handle this issue first...*

"Fortunately, since he's a student without a family... the matter hasn't spread too widely yet."

"Whether he has a family or not, what does it matter? He's already famous."

"....Ahem.. yes, that's true."

"Hmm... so, you still haven't found student Jenison's whereabouts?"

"No... I'm sorry, Director."

"...I see. Continue tracking him, and I'll also try to track him personally...?"

"...What's wrong?"

"...Your timing is really something. Truly."

"...Pardon?"

"Stand up, we should at least prepare to welcome him since he's come of his own accord."

The student who escaped through the portal of his own volition, that is.

Ch.334 - Outrageous Act (1)
What are rules?
They are small laws created by people to prevent chaos within a group.

Laws carry enforcement. Rules are the same.

Since they're made for harmony with others, if not followed, great confusion arises within the group.

A proper leader should never ignore this.
A proper leader must create rules and enforce punishments to minimize chaos.

Of course, violence must also be minimized in the process.

That's obvious.
A leader who rules by force alone is merely a tyrant.

A true leader, despite having power, must never abuse it, but rather use it for everyone's benefit.

To create people who truly follow them.
And to be revered as a leader, people's opinions matter above all else.

Citizens would never accept a leader who abuses power against others.

"...Um, Sir Jenison."

"...What is it?"

In that sense, the treatment I was receiving now was clearly excessive.
This situation could be described as perfect tyranny—the tyrannical act of a tyrant.

The solid shackles on my wrists were proof of that.

How could they do this to a student?
Especially restraining a student who had just returned from all kinds of hardships outside, without even asking for an explanation.

No matter how suspicious I might appear, this was a different issue.
Almost all circumstances pointed to me being a troublemaker, but this was truly a different level of problem.

They should at least hear the student's side.
Even if that student had escaped through a portal during an evaluation, they should at least allow some explanation...

...
......
...Hmm.

To be honest, even I can see how this doesn't make sense.

Especially now when the Academy's security is at its highest.
If someone suddenly escaped through a portal, of course they would be suspicious.

And if that escaped student returned days later with a dark knight behind them...

...Well.
Somehow I'm starting to understand why I'm locked up here.

I didn't like that I was starting to understand.
It made it seem like I had done something terribly wrong.

Clink-clink—
The shackles tightened even more around my innocent wrists.

It seemed to be some kind of magical device that tightened more the more I tried to escape.

My wrists were already painfully constricted, so I couldn't struggle anymore.
In that state, I collapsed with a thud onto the damp floor.

The room had proper structure but lacked furniture and even windows.

All possible means of escape were blocked.
No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't come up with any way to escape from this empty room.

I could only wait quietly for someone to come and hear my situation.

*At least fortunately, there's still plenty of time.*

Thanks to my hurrying earlier, there was still plenty of time left.
About 9 hours... no. Calculating the time that would be consumed, exactly 8 hours remaining.

With that much time, I could certainly accomplish many things at the Academy.

The students had probably all gone home by now.
But there should still be quite a few professors remaining.

At the student level, it was clear they wouldn't be much help in the upcoming situation. It would be fortunate if they didn't cause trouble.

In that case, it would be better if the professors directly intervened...

"Um... young... I mean, Sir Jenison."

"...Hmm?"

A voice that sounded quite exhausted.
It seemed somewhat intimidated, but it was definitely a voice I recognized.

The person restrained right behind me.
Someone who had been acting with me until just now and was brought here together.

Let's see... what was his name again?

"...Sir Siegfried?"

"...Yes? What is it?"

That's right.
I was honestly unsure, but thankfully I had paid attention when Aria called his name.

"What do you mean 'what is it'? You called me first."

"Ah..."

Leaving him to his realization, I continued pulling at the shackles on my wrists.

It seemed like I might be able to break them if I tried hard enough...
But somehow I felt like I shouldn't.

In this situation where I was already on the professors' bad side, breaking these would lead to...

"....."

I didn't need to imagine it.
A very vivid future was already forming in my mind.

Just as I was forced to look for another solution, someone tapped my shoulder again.

I didn't bother turning around.
There was only one person who would do this in the current situation.

I could feel the cold touch of armor through my clothes.

"...Um, Sir Jenison."

"What is it?"

"It's been a while since I graduated from the Academy, but may I ask you something?"

"...What is it?"

"...Is this how the Academy normally treats students?"

As he spoke, he held out his arms with shackles attached.
Those shackles looked not much different from the ones on my arms.

Why was he wearing shackles too?
The reason was simple. It was obvious with just a little thought.

Perhaps I could say I was detained here because of him. After all, I was already a person with a confirmed identity.

But he wasn't.
He was merely a soldier of the Reinhardt family.

The Academy, which was already focusing heavily on defense, would never grant movement permission to someone who wasn't even a student.

And naturally, the same applied to me who was with him.

Once they knew the other party was a demon, the Academy had no choice but to detain us temporarily.

Demons are capable of anything.
They can easily change faces or slightly alter people's perceptions.

Considering what I had done so far, I should actually be grateful that it ended with just this.

"It's not usually like this, but the situation is a bit special right now."

The Academy urgently needed to salvage its image.
If they allowed any more demon infiltrations, they would never be able to restore the Academy's reputation.

"...Even so, to detain people like this."

He clearly didn't like this situation.
Well, he probably had never been treated like this in the Reinhardt family...

It must be unfamiliar to him.
Being treated this way.

But I didn't have time to listen to complaints, so I chose to interrupt his story with a few fake coughs.

What if someone came in while we were talking?
I was already feeling wronged by the treatment I was receiving, and I didn't want to be caught badmouthing the Academy inside the Academy...

"Student Jenison?"

"...!!"

I jumped at the sudden voice, changing my posture.
My body, already well-trained, automatically assumed a combat-ready stance.

Though it didn't look very impressive with both hands tied, it was enough to respond to an attack from any direction.

But that tension lasted only briefly.
No attack came.

I could clearly sense someone's presence, but strangely felt no hostility.

Heh... heh heh...

After a moment, a response came from someone in the distance.

It was clearly mockery.
A smile of someone laughing as if finding something extremely amusing.

"Oh my, did I startle you? I'm sorry."

"...Professor Fried?"

The Academy's health professor.
The person who was once the Saintess's supervising professor.

I remember receiving his help a few times during the midterm evaluation...

"...Why are you here?"

"What reason would I have to come here? I was told to get you two out."

"....."

Indeed, if they wanted to subdue us, they would have sent a combat-specialized professor instead of him.

There would be no reason to send a healing specialist like him.

"So, will you remove these shackles too?"

"Yes, of course. The Reinhardt family confirmed they sent you, after all."

"....."

"You have an alibi, and since the escaped student returned voluntarily, there's no need to keep you detained any longer. Now, hold out your hands."

As I extended my hands as instructed, the shackles that had been tightly binding my wrists fell to the ground with a clank.

The feeling of freedom to move both hands freely.
I only now realized how good this feeling was.

"Now, follow me. The Director has summoned you."

...Oh, great.

It seemed I was already about to meet the tyrant.

Ch.335 - Outrageous Act (2)
As soon as I stepped outside, the Academy's different scenery greeted me, making it feel like I was returning after a very long time.

For all the trouble that had happened, the inside of the Academy seemed relatively peaceful.

Perhaps this was to be expected.
After all, the Academy's reputation wasn't so fragile that it would be shaken by mere rumors.

Except for the absence of students, it looked as if nothing had happened, at least for now.

Honestly, I thought a few buildings would have been damaged...
Seeing that not even a single riot had broken out despite the situation, it seemed their ability to handle emergencies was still excellent.

Normally, there should have been at least some traces of students venting their anxiety or dissatisfaction.

Of course, doing such things would result in immediate expulsion, but it's not like anyone would want to continue attending an academy like this anyway.

Even if there were such students, they would likely be commoners at best.
Why would nobles, who prioritize their own safety, want their children to continue attending a place frequently visited by demons?

"Well, it's not too bad, right?"

"...Pardon?"

"What's with that response? It's written all over your face: 'Oh? It's more intact than I expected?'"

"....."

Hit right on the mark, I unconsciously touched various parts of my facial muscles.

Am I really that expressive?
I've never heard that before in my life, surely not.

It seemed more likely that this person was just particularly perceptive.

"There were a few of those types. Kids who wanted to break things on their way out."

"....."

"But they're gone now. The other professors intervened before they could do any damage."

"....."

"Honestly, how stupid do you have to be to think you can avoid the professors' eyes inside the Academy? I wonder what kind of nerve makes them think they could get away with that."

'Well... the professors were quite capable.'

I found myself nodding as we walked.
Sir Siegfried, who was following behind me, looked a bit puzzled, but I didn't feel the need to explain.

If nothing else, the professors' skills were certainly worthy of recognition.

At minimum, being a professor at the Academy was itself proof of their abilities.

As I've said many times before, a professorship at the Academy isn't something you can win through playground games.

Even when students were injured that time, the initial response may have been inadequate, but they deserved praise for not letting any students get seriously hurt.

To begin with, most Academy professors had almost no medical knowledge.

The fact that there wasn't a single fatality in that situation was nothing short of a miracle.
They managed to save all the students with just basic first aid knowledge—it truly deserved to be called miraculous.

'Among them, this person probably contributed the most.'

Why isn't he boasting about it?

According to the personality I knew, he should have been self-promoting by now.

His lack of self-promotion started to feel strange.
My steps gradually slowed as his behavior differed so much from what I expected.

He was very different from the person I knew.
The person I knew was self-centered and loved showing off.

Usually in situations like this, he would have bragged about himself by now, so why wasn't he?

"Hey, could you at least try to hide your thoughts when you think?"

"...What?"

"What's with that response? Are you messing with me or something?"

Somehow he noticed again, and glared at me with a fierce expression.

If there hadn't been someone following behind me, he probably would have smacked me on the head already.

"Please, I'm begging you, let's go without the criticism. I'm actually a very serious person, you know?"

"...Serious?"

You...? The words rose to my throat, but I managed to hold them back.

No joke, if I had said that, I don't think my forehead would have survived.

Perhaps noticing that I had swallowed my words, he let out a resigned sigh and turned around to continue forward.

Since he didn't say anything more, I guess he was going to let it slide?

I also slowly followed behind him again.

I thought I was following quietly enough, but he still seemed dissatisfied.

His complaints continued.
Enough to make me embarrassed in front of Sir Siegfried who was following behind me.

Kids these days don't understand adults' hardships.
You became the youngest official noble among aristocrats, how could you understand my feelings?
Nobody in the world appreciates his efforts, and so on.

As if complaints had accumulated over many years, he went on and on explaining his principled life in detail.

It was painful to my ears.
How did someone like this become a professor?

In the midst of all this, finally something worth listening to came out of his mouth.

He was just about to explain his 23rd life philosophy.

"Why on earth did the Saintess ask me to look after this guy..."

"...What do you mean by that?"

At my question, he turned his head to look at me.
His eyes seemed to say, "Now you respond to what I'm saying?"

That gaze was uncomfortable, but I couldn't help it. Why would I listen attentively to someone else's life philosophy?

Moreover, he seriously lacked the skill of conveying messages.
He was the epitome of what people call "someone who speaks incoherently."

I finally understood why he, despite holding a professorship at the Academy, didn't teach students.

If it weren't for the mention of the Saintess, I probably wouldn't have paid any attention to whatever he was saying.
I wasn't desperate enough for graduation to react to each and every boring story.

The reason I was listening to his story now was simply because I couldn't just sit quietly once someone related to me was mentioned.

"Your eyes light up immediately when the Saintess is mentioned, don't they?"

"...Could you stop with the unnecessary comments and get to the point?"

"What a boring reaction... Do you want to hear it?"

"....."

...To be honest, if I had to choose between wanting to hear it or not, I was closer to wanting to hear it.

I was somewhat curious about what had happened at the Academy during my brief absence.

Whether it was Ella, Sino, or others.
It would be a lie to say I wasn't curious about where they were and what they were doing now.

Whether I liked it or not, I had already formed quite a bond with them.
Even if I couldn't call them close friends, it was natural to be curious about their news.

"Well... the Saintess went to the church. She was someone who didn't have much to learn here anyway, so it wasn't strange for her to leave at any time."

"....."

"On her way out, she asked me to contact her when you returned. She said she would definitely half-kill you, hehe."

I've never seen such a chilling Saintess in my life...

In front of him, who was half-jokingly speaking, I couldn't say anything.

She doesn't joke around.
Which means those words are inevitably my future.

"...Where did the others... go?"

"You want to ask if they're all okay, right?"

"....."

"Get in the habit of being honest when you want to ask something. Otherwise, you might get into serious trouble someday."

"...Yes."

"...Well, the others are all the same. Everyone you might be concerned about is fine. At the very least... none of them were hurt, and they all returned to their homes or families."

"I see."

"Didn't I tell you earlier? There were signs of a riot or something like that, but the professors already succeeded in stopping it."

"Yes... I think you did..."

"You 'think'? It's a fact. Listen when others speak. Don't show such obvious signs of not wanting to listen."

"...I'm sorry."

"It's fine. No need to apologize to me. Follow me. We're going to speed up from now on."

After saying that, he dashed forward at a speed incomparably faster than before.

At a glance, it was an impressive speed that could rival a well-trained warrior.
At least, without using physical enhancement magic, I couldn't even think of keeping up with my current abilities.

At that level, he could easily overpower an average knight with stamina alone... why on earth was he working as the infirmary professor?

Is being a knight not suitable for him?
But the infirmary doesn't seem right either...

"Master Jenison, the professor is getting further and further away..."

"...Ah."

Look at me.

Thanks to Sir Siegfried's help, I finally snapped out of my thoughts and immediately dashed forward at high speed.

I thought I heard a slightly surprised sound from behind, but I didn't pay attention.
He was a proper knight after all. It wasn't my place as a mere student to worry about him.

Right now, I needed to focus all my attention on chasing after that person who had already become a small dot in the distance.

'...If I had teleportation magic, I wouldn't have to go through this trouble.'

Couldn't the chairwoman have come herself instead of me?
With her skills, she could have easily used teleportation magic.

Feeling the weight in my feet, I continued running after him.

Ch.336 - Private Audience
The path to the Director's office was still familiar to me.
I'm not sure if that meant the memory was particularly impressive, but either way, it felt familiar and comfortable.

The corridor was quieter than before, but I definitely remembered it.

Back then, I didn't have the luxury to look around like this...
It's a bit awkward to say it myself, but my recent visits to the Director's office were all for somewhat complicated reasons, so I couldn't really afford such leisure.

Thud, thud, thud.

Professor Fred moved forward without hesitation, and I followed behind him along with Sir Siegfried as we climbed up.

The steps were a bit high, but it wasn't a problem.
I wasn't so out of shape that something like this would be difficult.

If nothing else, I had already trained my stamina well.

There's no way I'd lose in terms of physical fitness to someone who isn't even a combat professor.
And Sir Siegfried certainly wasn't weak enough to be outmatched by anyone either.

As we continued climbing the seemingly endless stairs, we finally began to see the end.

"Ah, I'm just saying this in case, but..."

"...?"

"Please watch what you say and do in front of the Director. My heart pounds with anxiety every time I see you."

"...What? Why would you, Professor..."

"Why? You idiot. Because I'm afraid you'll end up as a corpse and come back to haunt me."

"....."

"Anyway, just be careful about that. Go in. Ah, Sir Knight, you'll need to wait here with me for a moment..."

"Yes, understood."

"Thank you for understanding. Now, go ahead."

"...Yes."

I received some strange advice, but there wasn't much I could do about it.

It's not like I could avoid meeting her just because I didn't want to...
Besides, I was planning to meet her eventually anyway.

As I said, her help was absolutely necessary for the Academy's defense.

Recruiting a few professors wouldn't be enough.
Without her help, this plan couldn't even begin.

How could I implement such an outrageous plan to place a mana barrier around the Academy without her knowledge?

Even if I tried, it would quickly fall apart.
She had enough power to make that happen, and her current position certainly gave her that authority.

"Come back alive?"

..His last words were a bit concerning, but I still approached and opened the door without hesitation.

It was still a massive door.
I wasn't sure if it was meant to display authority, but it still seemed unnecessarily large.

It felt almost weightless, perhaps due to some magic spell.
Nevertheless, the sheer size of it was still intimidating.

Creeeeak—
Finally, the door opened, revealing the interior.

This too was somewhat familiar.

This wasn't my first visit to the Director's office.
This was already my second... no, third visit.

The large glass window was still visible in the distance.
One entire wall was made of glass, impossible to miss.

The bright sunlight streaming in, the various buildings visible in the distance, and the bookshelves filling the room were all the same as before.

It was impossible not to notice.
You wouldn't expect a room of this size to contain nothing but books and furniture.

Someone in the position of Academy Director could certainly afford to have a few luxurious items, but she seemed to have no interest in such things.

Even now, with her beautiful platinum blonde hair, she showed no signs of vanity.

"It's been a while, Student Jenison. Or... has it not been that long?"

"...Yes, it hasn't been that long."

The problem was that despite showing no signs of vanity, her appearance was still terribly beautiful.

Platinum blonde hair that seemed to have faded in the sun.
And skin far whiter than that of most noblewomen.

Almost every new student who entered the Academy each year probably fell for her at first sight.

Her appearance was truly divine.
Her talent, position, and skill were all equally perfect.

But despite all that, I still found her uncomfortable.

Beauty doesn't reflect one's character.
I knew better than anyone that her nature wasn't as beautiful as her appearance.

She favored the talented and practically abandoned those without talent.

Given the Academy's structure, I understood that it was beneficial for those without talent to drop out early.

But her personality didn't stop there.
Indifference. Or something beyond that—neglect.

Whether someone was slow or average, it didn't matter much to her.

"Even though we met again recently... Student Jenison, I feel like you've grown again somehow."

"....."

In her eyes, only geniuses mattered.
Only children with talent caught her attention.

Of course, given her own exceptional talent, it might be natural that mediocre students didn't register to her. But at the very least, it didn't suit her current position.

No matter that she was the Academy Director, she was fundamentally a teacher.
A teacher with the duty to educate others and nurture talent.

Students who caught her eye sometimes achieved remarkable growth, but those who didn't...

I won't elaborate.
I don't have a habit of telling stories with obvious endings.

"Well, please sit down. I didn't call you here to discuss such things."

"...Yes."

What could she possibly want to tell me that warranted calling me all the way here?
I shivered briefly with an inexplicable fear.

As she suggested, I quietly settled onto the sofa in front of me, and shortly after, she too sat down across from me, accompanied by two floating teacups.

Gulp, I swallowed.
If I didn't prepare myself mentally like this, I might be too nervous to speak at all.

Clearly breaking the Academy's rules was my fault, and disappearing during the evaluation, causing confusion and worry, was also entirely my responsibility.

I should probably expect considerable punishment.
I had been prepared for that for a long time.

But... if she used this as an excuse not to listen to what I had to say...

...Well, that would be... problematic. Very problematic.

The most important person in my current plan was none other than her. I expected to be rejected once or twice, but if she wouldn't even properly hear me out, that would be a different issue altogether.

"You seem to have a lot on your mind."

"....."

"I'm not sure what you're thinking, but may I speak first?"

"...Yes, go ahead."

"Well... first, let me be clear about Student Jenison's punishment. This is... a decision made after consulting with other professors, so I'm letting you know in advance that it won't be reversed."

"...Yes."

So we're starting with that after all...
I had expected it, but facing it directly made me a bit nervous.

Honestly, I should accept whatever punishment is given, but I hope it's not probation.

Probation would be worse than expulsion.
I couldn't be confined to my dormitory room in the current situation.

It would be better to be expelled outright and be free to move around.

I never had much attachment to the Academy anyway.
I attended it like other students, simply for my future.

Even though it was the lowest rank, now that I had been granted a title, I wouldn't miss much if I withdrew from the Academy immediately.

"Well... there wasn't any particular incident. You didn't cause any trouble. You just went somewhere and came back, but this time it's different. You understand, right?"

"...Yes."

"I found out that there were several communications with the Charlotte family. And they happened to be from the Arena that collapsed today."

"....."

"Whether Student Jenison sent those communications... I won't pursue that separately. It's not immediately important right now."

"....."

"For now, I'll ask just one thing."

The Arena's collapse and the prisoners' escape.
Are you related to that?

"...What do you mean by 'related'?"

"If I'm asking if you were involved, you clearly were. Did you directly influence the incident in some way?"

"....."

"This is a rather important matter. Be aware that the severity of your punishment may vary depending on your answer."

"...You just said the punishment wouldn't change..."

"That was assuming you weren't implicated."

"....."

To be clear, I was completely innocent.
I didn't orchestrate the attack, and the mysterious attackers didn't seem to be targeting me either.

Well... although the person who seemed to be the cause of the attack was currently at the Reinhardt mansion...

But she didn't ask about that.
There was no need to volunteer that information.

After hearing my answer, she fell into thought.
She seemed to be judging whether my words were true.

After what felt like an eternity, she finally spoke.

"...I understand. We'll move past that issue."

"Then the punishment...?"

"If what you say is true, there won't be much. A few penalty points and a month of cleaning the Academy bathrooms should be appropriate."

"....."

"Even if the punishment seems too lenient, there's nothing to be done. After all, you are now officially a noble of the Empire."

"...I see."

In other words, is it because of appearances...?
She wants to punish me but can only do so superficially...

At times like this, power doesn't seem all bad.

"There might be some pushback, but it should be fine. You're quite famous in the Empire now."

"...I was famous before too."

"This time you're famous in a good way, which is fortunate."

"....."

"Well, if you don't have anything else to say, you can leave now...."

"I do."

"....?"

"I have something to say."

Upon hearing my words, she raised her eyebrows in question.
This was the first time I'd seen her expression so easy to read.

Almost every time I saw her, she was expressionless. She wasn't someone whose emotions could be read as easily as now.

"I see. Honestly, it's unexpected... but I'll listen."

"....Director."

"Yes."

"...I think the Academy needs to be completely overhauled. Will you help me?"

".......What?"

I need to correct what I said earlier.
This was the second time I'd seen her expression so easy to read.

Ch.337 - Scheme
My plan to overturn the Academy wasn't just a metaphor.
She seemed to notice this, her expression becoming somewhat enigmatic.

Well, someone of her caliber could probably tell just by looking at my face.

Whether I was lying or telling the truth.
For those skilled at reading facial expressions, such things were all too easy.

"...Putting aside what that means, why are you saying this to me?"

"....."

"Jenison, don't you know me well enough? Did you really think I would join you in something like that when I care about the Academy more than anyone?"

"..No. I know you would oppose it, Madam Chairwoman. That's obvious."

"..Then what is your intention in saying such things to me?"

Intention... such a complex word.
I hadn't thought that deeply about it.

I just couldn't stand watching my home being destroyed by others anymore.

I'd had enough of that in my previous life.
In this life, I absolutely didn't want to see that happen again.

I hadn't struggled to survive by any means necessary just to witness that again.

"I'm trying to persuade you, Madam Chairwoman."

"..Persuade? You're trying to persuade me?"

"....Yes."

"Do you realize that won't be easy?"

"....Yes."

Of course it wouldn't be easy.
She was called the most ideal mage in the Empire.

Being ideal meant she possessed everything a mage should have.

The mindset of a mage.
That distinctive desire to pursue knowledge.
The spirit of sacrifice that would give anything for magic, and so on.

She was considered the most excellent person in all these aspects.

Those who pursue knowledge, those called the most rational beings—mages—wouldn't be easily persuaded.

Their foundation was built on logic and reason.
Words based solely on emotion or ideals would never work on them.

Even when casting a single spell, they were the type to consider where, how, and with what intention they should use it to achieve the most effective results.

If that was true for ordinary mages, then for someone like her who belonged to the most exceptional class of mages, words might not even be necessary.

My fist clenched tightly.
From now on, half-hearted feelings would only be poison.

"I'll get straight to the point. The Academy as it is now needs to be completely overhauled."

I meant it quite seriously.
But something seemed off, as her expression only grew more sour.

She rubbed her forehead once, sighed, and began speaking again.

Her cup was now completely empty, leaving only a lingering aroma.

"..Student, you sometimes have a habit of speaking too vaguely. You should fix that."

"....Pardon?"

"Overturning the Academy. Could I first hear what you mean by that?"

"Ah.."

Hearing her, I realized I had been too hasty.
I should have explained the current situation step by step first.

Like her, I emptied the cup in front of me.

The tea was still warm.
A comforting warmth spread through my body, seeming to calm my mind.

I set down the teacup carefully and continued speaking with a noticeably calmer mind.

"There's a high possibility that one of the Academy's professors has made a pact with demons."

"....What?"

She's surprised. Of course she would be.
What I was telling her was that demonic forces had infiltrated what was essentially her home.

No matter who she was, it was clear she couldn't help but be shocked by this.

"....Student Jenison. From now on, you should be more careful with every word you speak."

"....."

"..What you just said, is it certain?"

Creak—
It felt as if my entire body was being pressed down by the atmosphere.

Due to the sudden change in the room's ambiance, the teacup on the table rattled as it shook, and something like a slight heat haze appeared near where she was sitting, which hadn't been there before.

This is what a mage truly is.
Someone whose very existence can disturb their surroundings.

It was rare for her to show emotion like this. This meant that what I had just said had given her no small shock.

Well, it was like telling someone there was a burglar living in their house, so it was understandable.

With her personality, she was probably emphasizing to herself how she hadn't noticed anything.

Self-blame... no, regret would be more accurate.
Reflection... I'm not sure. She might already be looking for a solution.

I responded to her intense reaction with silence for a while, and before long, the surrounding air, which had felt like two sacks of rice were pressing down on it, began to return to normal.

"...I apologize. It wasn't intentional. My emotions flared for a moment."

"....Ah, yes."

"What you were saying. Could I hear a bit more detail?"

Her gaze had completely changed from before.
There was now a hint of interest and also some hostility that hadn't been there earlier.

I might have to retract what I said about her rarely showing emotion.

Even someone who knew nothing about her would be able to tell at a glance, "Ah, that person is angry," if they saw this scene.

I almost wanted to show this precious sight to someone. Well... obviously I couldn't.

It was rare for her to meet with someone privately like this in the first place.
Even most professors were rumored to have hardly ever had private meetings with her in her room like this.

Thinking about it, I realized how extraordinary it was that I was being received in her room like this.

Normally, she wouldn't have opened her door even if nobles came with vast fortunes...

Why did she meet with me so easily?
Even if I was a student at the Academy she cherished, the fact that this wasn't a one-time occurrence but had happened multiple times was clearly unusual.

If she had wanted to punish me, she could have done so in public rather than in private like this.
Even though most students were gone, most of the professors would still be at the Academy.

In other words, there was no need for her to call me to her room just to inform me of my punishment.

She could have just sent an idle professor to let me know.
Why would the Chairwoman herself meet with a mere student?

There must be plenty of people who wanted to meet her.

In fact, I'd heard that in the past, someone from the Magic Tower had tried to enter the Academy by forging student credentials, pretending to be a new student just to see her face.

Well... honestly, it could be because the Magic Tower was obsessed with magic and used such extreme methods. But conversely, it meant that her value was so high that even that logic-driven group would act that way.

Those who were said to rival the military power of an ordinary country.
Sword Masters wielding swords and high-ranking mages of at least the 8th circle.

Countless people wanted to befriend her, who was said to rival a nation's military power almost single-handedly, but very, very few had ever maintained any kind of relationship with her.

At most, it was only Frabel, a fellow high-ranking mage called a sage, or the emperors of the Empire throughout history.

Even the Magic Tower people, who were obsessed with magic, couldn't establish connections with her.
She was famous for not closing the distance with others, as befitting her high status.

By now, other professors must have heard that I was having a private meeting with the Chairwoman... I wondered if there was a way to use this...

At the very least, I could spread false rumors that the Chairwoman was backing me.
After all, I had come out of that Chairwoman's office not once, not twice, but three times.

Professor Fried was a witness too.
If I could make contact with the Sharlotte family, it would be possible to spread rumors.

As they say, coincidence three times becomes fate. By now, there might already be people trying to figure out the relationship between the Chairwoman and me.

The mysterious connection between the Chairwoman and a student.
For someone like her, about whom such rumors had never circulated before, this could certainly raise suspicions in others.

Somehow, perhaps...
Could I use this situation to deflect the attack...?

"..Student Jenison?"

"....Madam Chairwoman."

"....?"

"Please help me."

I can do this.
My mind was screaming intensely.

"I will protect the Academy, I promise you."

Ch.338 - Spy
The professors at the Academy are all quite eccentric.
No, rather than eccentric, they're all incredibly stubborn in their own ways.

Most students who enter the Academy are nobles. Do you know what that means?

It means that whether they're freshmen or current students, almost all of them are insufferably arrogant.

With the class system still firmly in place, the concept of superiority has become inseparable from the Empire.

Even if they're just little kids, if they have high status, they can treat a 70-year-old elder with disrespect.

Could these students, who have been surrounded by servants and attendants enjoying every privilege, truly accept that they must abandon all those benefits at the Academy?

No, they cannot.
The Academy's equality clause has long been reduced to mere window dressing.

Commoners have been subtly ignored and discriminated against for ages, while nobles enjoy this as if it were natural.

The professors' job is to teach these arrogant children.
Naturally, their personalities become warped and their behavior strange.

Academy professors aren't omnipotent. They're still people with emotions.

There's been a truckload of professors who left the Academy, unable to endure the students' tyranny.
The professors who remain could be considered those who have successfully endured such student oppression.

They're people who've managed to hold their ground despite subtle disrespect, power harassment, various forms of discrimination, and all sorts of incidents.

It's impossible for their personalities not to become strange.
If nothing else, all Academy students would certainly agree with this statement.

"A sudden summons? I already have so much work piled up today... really now."

An elderly professor voiced his complaint.
Normally, he would have been conducting research in his room by now, but he couldn't.

The Academy Director's word was absolute.
This didn't just apply to students.

The Academy was practically run on her reputation alone. The professors working there also had to show an attitude bordering on obedience to her words.

After all, she was technically the superior of all professors.
Either way, raising one's voice against her influence was concerning for one's own position.

"Didn't the Director say she would punish that student who disappeared during the evaluation today? Then why are we..."

"...Hmm, perhaps she wants to blame us for our negligent supervision back then."

"What?! Then why am I called? I'm already dying from all the assignments..."

"That's right. I wasn't even a supervisor then, but I was called here too. Looking around, it seems I'm not the only one..."

"It looks like all the professors in the Academy have been summoned."

"Not just that. Look, there are even some security guards."

"What... did she gather all the Academy staff? Why so suddenly...?"

"Yes, why suddenly?! Just when I was about to make progress in my research...!!"

Almost all the professors expressed their complaints.
Of course, this was only possible because the Director herself wasn't present.

They say even the king gets criticized behind closed doors. Criticizing the Academy Director, who wasn't even an emperor, was nothing.

The surrounding professors, far from stopping them, eloquently joined in with their opinions.
Gossip tends to bring people closer together. It wasn't that hard to understand.

But did they know?

"It seems the professors have quite a few complaints about me."

"....."

That the very subject of their gossip was hiding in this room right now.

Her magical skills were still impressive.
The professors here were renowned experts in their own right, yet she could hide herself with magic among them.

The fact that none of the people here could detect her meant that her magical abilities were far from mediocre.

Those professors... well.
I should probably say a prayer for them.

For now, finding whoever else might be hiding in here was more important.

"Should I leave now?"

"...Yes, please."

"It's fine. It's fun to put on a little show like this occasionally."

At the same time, her image began to project in the center of the hall.
Of course, it wasn't really her. The real her was right next to me.

What was there was her magic. Without any incantation, she had succeeded in creating a perfect copy of herself with just a gesture.

The professors' shocked faces were quite amusing.
Well, anyone would react that way if the person they were just gossiping about suddenly appeared before them.

Under the professors' gaze, her projection slightly raised her right hand and drew something in the air.

Blue lines. Letters forming accordingly.
Since she couldn't imitate voices with magic, it seemed she would communicate this way.

[Hello everyone.]

"D-Director?"

"Why... why aren't you speaking..."

[Due to circumstances, I won't be able to use my voice for a while. But I can communicate like this, so please bear with me.]

What I asked of her was simple.
To help me with my little act.

If she followed my instructions as planned, we might actually be able to catch them.

People who dared to conspire with demons while working at the Academy.

[Since you all seem busy, I'll get straight to the point.]

More letters formed from her finger.
The bright blue letters continued to float in the air.

[Everyone, please come forward and extend your hand to me.]

***

The reason I thought there might be someone at the Academy in league with them was simple.

No matter how I thought about it, there was no reason for them to surface like this.

The Empire is a powerful nation.
This isn't a subjective opinion; it's a fact.

Unless someone was completely insane, they wouldn't dare to invade, and even if they did start a war, they couldn't be certain of victory.

A superpower with multiple national-level forces.
The Empire's reputation among neighboring countries was quite fearsome.

Just asking about the Golden Knights would make soldiers flee in fear, and the majority of soldiers would turn tail at the news of a Sword Master or Sage appearing.

I'm not sure what would happen with the powerful nations of the East.
But at the very least, none of the surrounding countries could match the Empire's military might.

Even demons, no matter how ignorant of worldly affairs, would know this.

The fact that the Empire's defenses are excellent.
And that it possesses more military power than others.

Even a snot-nosed kid on the street would know this much.

There's no reason, that's what I'm saying. No reason to invade the Empire.
There are plenty of decent countries much weaker than the Empire, so why specifically target it?

Something they once said flashed through my mind.

For their mother's resurrection, they needed me.
Or more precisely, they needed a soul from another world.

That's why all those terrible things happened to me.

It's all my speculation, but no matter how I think about it, there's no other plausible reason for them to target the Empire.

Turning an entire country into an enemy is a significant act.
It's only reasonable to think there must be a commensurate reward.

Of course, I still couldn't figure out why they were targeting the Academy specifically.

That's why I suspected an informant.
With an informant, they could easily infiltrate even the Academy.

It wasn't an unreasonable assumption. Given what happened to the Reinhardt family, recruiting a few professors would be child's play.

Nothing was impossible in their pursuit.
At the very least, they won't stop until they secure me.

Then it's better to prepare in advance.

Knowing the place and time of the attack in advance.
And with the help of the Academy Director, we could surely handle this situation somehow.

Of course, we need to clean house first.
That's why I'm putting on this ridiculous act now.

"Um... Director, I'll do as you say, but why are you asking us to do this...?"

[After you extend your hand, I'll explain.]

"Ah... yes..."

Her projection's hand touches and then separates from the professors' hands.
Each time, the professors' expressions became puzzled, but she offered no explanation.

Well, it's understandable they wouldn't notice with just one touch. This is an act of reading internal mana.

Mana can't be read just by a brief touch of hands.
Only a magician of her caliber, standing next to me now, could do such a thing.

Perhaps not realizing this would actually happen, none of them noticed their mana being scanned.

But... by now someone should have shown up. No one's reacting?
I was certain they would have installed some device, not trusting humans...

That's why I asked her to scan for mana.
Whatever it might be, it couldn't escape her detection abilities.

But with nothing showing up... does that mean there's really nothing?

Well, it's good if there's really nothing.
If they're truly launching an attack without any preparation, that's too risky even for them...

"..Hmm?"

A hesitant movement.
Someone suspiciously hiding their right hand behind their back.

Finally, one person caught my eye.

Got you, you bastard.

Ch.339 - Spy (2)
"Mr. Chairman. Do you know that professor standing about 10 steps ahead to your right?"

"....Where, ah...yes, of course. I know the names of everyone at this Academy."

"Then his name is...?"

"Professor Lichten. He teaches social studies."

"....."

Was there even such a professor...?
I don't take social studies classes, but he seems like someone I've never heard of before.

To be fair, I know the names of very few professors, but even so, his face wasn't familiar at all.

I've always prided myself on having a good memory...
Or maybe not? Considering I can't remember him now...

Seeing my puzzled expression, she began questioning me in a somewhat mysterious voice.

"What's wrong? Do you sense something from him?"

"..Well."

Honestly, I couldn't say for certain.
But given the circumstances, it seemed worth checking.

It was obvious he was desperately trying to escape the situation. With that kind of reaction... he was definitely hiding something.

I nodded to her affirmatively, and immediately she made another gesture in the air.

Her projection began to move.
Directly toward Professor Lichten.

All the professors around her parted like the Red Sea before Moses, leaving Professor Lichten awkwardly standing alone, making him stand out even more.

His face began to fill with anxiety.
I wasn't sure why, but I was certain it wasn't for any normal reason.

It was just a handshake. At most, 5 to 10 seconds considering the time.

Hands aren't so precious that you can't spare that much time.
Especially when the person asking is your boss.

She wasn't just the Academy's chairman but also one of the most outstanding mages in the empire.

What could he possibly refuse someone of her reputation?
He might even receive some compensation for the sudden request that startled him.

It made no sense for a professor to avoid contact with others.

He's a professor. Someone who teaches children.
He faces different children every day, so he should be accustomed to occasional physical contact.

Surely he hadn't completely avoided contact with people until now. My suspicions about him were growing stronger.

[Professor Lichten. It seems you're the only one left.]

"..Chairman. What is your purpose in doing this so suddenly?"

[...Purpose?]

He had been slowly backing away step by step, but finally realizing he had nowhere left to retreat, he began stalling with meaningless words.

Well, I could still listen for now.
There was still plenty of time showing on my status window.

If we could just deal with the spy here, we'd have enough time to prepare adequate defenses with the other professors.

Though with the chairman here, such defenses might not even be necessary.
Unlike ordinary mages from the Magic Tower, she's a 9th Circle mage. She's on a completely different level.

Perhaps she alone could handle their attack... but my goal wasn't just to stop their assault.

Someday, perhaps immediately after their attack, there would be an opportunity.
An opportunity to raid their headquarters, and for that, we needed to conserve her strength as much as possible.

Higher magic like teleportation would work better if she was in good condition. I wasn't certain if she would help me, but I was somewhat confident.

Well... if she refused later, I could always use one of the favor tokens I had saved.
That was something to consider later; for now, I needed to focus on the current situation.

I listened carefully to his words again.

"Surely you know it's rude to scan someone else's mana without any relationship or connection, Chairman. Why suddenly...."

"Professor Lichten? What are you saying? The Chairman scanned our mana?"

Unable to remain silent after hearing about mana scanning, a professor from the magic department burst into their conversation.

Scanning someone's internal mana is no simple matter.
Mana is everything to mages. Especially for those who primarily use internal mana, it's a potentially fatal act.

If scanning is possible, then tampering with it is also possible.

Mana misfire—that's what it means.
When magic fails or malfunctions during the process of gathering internal mana.

For mages who create circles directly in their hearts to operate mana, even such a small action could be life-threatening.

That's why he was so furiously angry now.
As a fellow mage, he probably believed she would never do such a thing.

Though they weren't showing it directly, as far as I knew, all the magic department professors working at this Academy secretly respected her.

Well, that makes sense.
She's a 9th Circle mage, after all.

She represents the dream of all mages, and there are probably very few people in this world who could compare to her.

Of course they would admire and envy her.
Even the elderly Sage Frabel is popular, so it's only natural that someone who still looks like she's in her twenties would be popular.

[Are you saying I tried to scan Professor Lichten's mana? Is that how I should understand this?]

"No, Chairman. It seems Professor Lichten is talking nonsense after drinking again... we'll have a serious talk with him later. Please don't be too angry..."

"Yes, that's correct."

"P-Professor Lichten?!!"

Pushing aside the professor who was trying to cover for him, he instead began walking forward slowly with apparent confidence.

The anxious expression from earlier was nowhere to be seen.
Instead, there was only an unpleasantly smug look on his face.

[With your level of insight, professors, I believe you understand how rude such a question is among fellow mages.]

"Ha...hahaha!! Ch-Chairman, it seems this friend is quite drunk. If you could forgive him just this once with your boundless generosity, I will make sure to properly admonish..."

"Yes, I know. And I made that statement fully aware of it, Chairman."

Despite being pushed aside earlier, the unnamed professor tried again to block his path and change the subject, but failed.

Does he have a talent for hastening his death?
I'm not sure if he truly believes he's in the right, but his expression was the very definition of arrogance.

With eyes like that, other considerations probably don't even register. I understand that to some extent.

But no matter how confident he might be, he shouldn't be this reckless...
Why, for what possible reason would he act so brazenly before a 9th Circle mage?

I couldn't comprehend his confidence at all.
Could it be that someone promised to protect him?

"Y-You, have you really gone mad?!! You're usually so calm, why are you being so reckless today?!!"

"Brother, please step aside for a moment. No matter what, I have to speak my mind! You're also in the magical field, so you must know what the Chairman has done, yet how can you...?!!"

"What on earth are you talking about?!!"

Well, he must be confident.
He clearly believes he won't die here.

But whether his current behavior is appropriate... well, that's another matter.

I don't think so. Not at all.

"If the Chairman had tampered with our mana, wouldn't I have noticed first?!! Do I look like I lack that level of skill?"

"....What? N-No, brother..."

"Are your eyes broken? If such a thing had happened, would all the professors here be keeping quiet about it?!!"

"N-No, that's not... I thought they were just afraid of the Chairman's influence..."

"Good grief... you're insane! Do you think there's a single mage in this empire who would overlook someone tampering with the circles they've built over a lifetime, even if that person is the Chairman?!!"

"....Oh."

"Is that thing on your neck just decoration? Huh?!!"

She's a 9th Circle mage.
She can scan mana just by looking.

Extending her hand was just an additional gesture to reveal our intentions to the target. In fact, she herself had said that scanning internal mana was something she could easily do with her eyes alone.

Asking them to extend their hands was my idea.

The goal was to make the target retreat nervously.
To trip over their own feet and fall backward.

"Caught you."

"Caught you indeed."

For once, her opinion and mine were in perfect agreement.

Ch.340 - Spy (3)
Professor Richten. A professor of sociology and a fervent supporter of the current imperial family to the bone.

How did someone so fanatically devoted to the imperial family—someone who would almost commit murder for them—end up involved in this mess?

The reason is simple.
The Academy had grown too powerful.

Among the nobility, the Academy's honor and authority had become like a massive snowball.

What was once dismissed as a mere speck of snow had grown and grown until it became an indispensable institution.

An Academy diploma. With just that alone, one could gain bloodless entry to places otherwise inaccessible.

In an empire fundamentally based on meritocracy, the Academy's influence could never be ignored.
Especially since she, a 9th Circle magician, served as the Academy's chairperson.

The days of nobles throwing their weight around solely based on family power were gone.
Now nobles too had to attend the same institution and study alongside everyone else.

"Well, anyway... if more capable people emerge, I suppose that helps the empire and the imperial family."

Up to that point, it was fine.
It was within the realm of understanding.

Even he was, in a way, a professor who could make a living because of these students, and he had often felt fulfillment while teaching them.

But... no matter what, there was one thing he absolutely could not accept.

"Those insufferable commoners...!! Why do they keep clinging to us like filth?"

It was the Academy's equality clause.
The absurd notion that everyone here was equal regardless of status or family background.

He simply could not accept it. Even if other students disregarded the rule and treated commoners worse than dogs, it didn't matter.

Just the fact that such a clause was prominently displayed here—he couldn't suppress his rising disgust.

Equality?
Does that even make sense?

Just comparing what commoners and nobles do, everyone can tell which side is superior.
While those dog-like creatures farm and sell goods, nobles like himself handle important national affairs.

How could those who can only move their bodies be considered equal to those who handle the nation's critical matters?

Above all else, that was something he could never accept.
Even as a professor who should view all students equally, there were limits.

Moreover, the moment such ideology spread among commoners, the standing of the great imperial family and His Majesty the Emperor would likely be greatly diminished.

Until now, the imperial authority had been absolute.
They had received respect and praise from countless people as a bloodline bestowed by heaven.

With His Majesty already deeply troubled by those so-called Four Great Houses, if such ideology spread widely among commoners, the empire would fall into chaos.

They say even the king gets criticized behind closed doors.
What if rumors spread that the imperial bloodline, that noble blood, was the same as commoners'?

His twisted respect for the imperial family and his distorted sense of noble superiority eventually turned into irritation toward the Academy.

If the Academy hadn't established such a clause in the first place, those presumptuous commoners wouldn't have dared to open their mouths.

If the Academy had changed the clause on its own, he wouldn't have had to stew in this unspeakable worry alone.

If the Academy hadn't accepted commoners in the first place, nobles like them wouldn't have had to share tables with such people.

His insides burned more and more.
And unfortunately, very few people sympathized with his views.

Ignorant fools. Swayed by mere professorial titles, treating commoners and nobles as equals.

It wasn't the first time he thought they were people he could never associate with.
People who had thrown away even the minimum pride of nobility.

This couldn't continue. If things kept going this way, the world would eventually be turned upside down.

Ignorant fools would live in luxury.
And superior nobles like himself might someday be dragged to the bottom.

That thin thread of possibility ultimately drove his feelings toward the Academy to the worst, making him cross a line that should never have been crossed.

They had been approaching him for a very long time.
Asking if he wanted to destroy the Academy. If he wanted to eliminate all the ignorant ones in this empire.

He knew they weren't human. But at that time, their proposal appealed to him more than that fact.

He could earn enormous amounts of money, and when the Academy's reputation plummeted in real-time, he felt an indescribable elation.

He felt excited every time he saw professors who had subtly ostracized him after he shared his thoughts.

He felt particularly elated, beyond words, when professors who treated commoners no differently from other students suffered hardships.

He was also involved in the incident during the Academy's midterm evaluation period.
What was the name... anyway, it wasn't much help, but he remembers it was the starting point that could lower the Academy's reputation.

Using a noble as a target was a bit uncomfortable, but... anyway, the operation was successful, so he thought it was worth it.

Yes... that's definitely how it was...

[Professor Richten. If you won't give me your hand, I'm afraid you'll have to come with me somewhere. Would that be alright?]

"Ah... no, no, Chairperson. Professor Richten is... well, today he's particularly... haha. How strange. Hey, quickly give her your hand?! It will only take a moment, why are you being so stubborn?!"

"Ah... well, that's... um..."

This crazy old man...?!
I treated him like an elder brother, and now he's forgetting his place...!!

Every instinct in his body was screaming not to extend his hand to her, so how could he possibly do so?

The reason he had been able to work as a professor until now was partly due to his excellent skills, but above all, it was because of his special talent for reading situations that had brought him this far.

"I... I don't know why I suddenly feel this way, but I absolutely must not extend my hand...!!"

[That's fine. If you won't offer it voluntarily, I'll just handle it myself.]

"...Huh?"

Momentarily confused by the floating text appearing before his eyes.
Before he could even think about what it meant, his hand was pushed forward on its own.

C-could it be magic...?!

It was entirely possible.
If nothing else, she could easily manipulate a person's body with even basic magic like telekinesis.

The weight limit for telekinetic magic depends on the user's mana capacity.

Including active magicians working in the Magic Tower, she was among those with the most mana among existing magicians...

She could probably lift dozens of people easily.
One arm would probably feel like lifting with her pinky finger.

He tried to resist with his whole body to avoid being dragged away, but it was of little use.

He was neither a knight nor a magician to begin with.
Nor was he someone who had received any specialized training.

He couldn't compete with her in terms of magical power, having reached the pinnacle of magicians, nor was his body trained enough to overcome her with pure physical strength.

Eventually, his hand was inevitably pulled forward.
He tried to resist, but it was completely useless.

This is bad. He absolutely must not touch her.

For some reason, his instincts were sounding the alarm.
His exceptional sense for reading situations was going haywire, which meant something would definitely happen if he touched that hand.

He began to struggle frantically with rising anxiety.
The surrounding professors looked at him strangely, but he didn't care.

"Y-you ignorant fools...!! Not even realizing what situation I'm in!!"

Nothing is more precious than life, after all.
Conversely, this meant he instinctively felt how dangerous the current situation was.

Besides, he didn't think he had lived a particularly virtuous life... surely if they touched, tremendous pain would follow...!!

[This seems like a waste of time now. Let's end this quickly.]

"...Aagh, don't...?!!!"

At that moment, he felt his vision blur and his body flying far away.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaaah!!!!"

***

"...Did you kill him?"

"No. I simply knocked him unconscious."

...That seemed like quite a scream for someone who was just knocked unconscious.

"...So what were the results?"

"...It's true. A small amount of demonic energy was detected in his body."

Well, that's all that matters.
Nothing else was particularly important.

Somehow, the smell of urine wafted from his clothes as he lay on the floor.

"...For now, Professor Richten will be moved to prison. And, Student Jenison?"

"..Yes."

"You should continue the conversation we were having earlier, shouldn't you?"

After dismissing all the professors again, I returned to the chairperson's office with her while keeping myself hidden.

Ch.341 - Price
"To be honest, I was quite surprised."

As soon as I followed the chairwoman into the room, she was already seated, tilting her teacup to greet me.

I also took a seat following her lead.
Once again, a teacup flew over and landed in front of me.

It smells fragrant. Though I won't drink it.

It's not that I suspect her, but I've never been particularly fond of tea.
I generally prefer cold drinks over hot ones anyway.

When I didn't pick up the cup, it gently floated back down in front of me as if nothing had happened.

You don't have to drink it, just hold it.
That seemed to be the message...

Since it would be impolite to refuse it completely, I obediently followed her suggestion.

How much time passed like that?
The room was soon filled with nothing but the sound of slurping tea.

It felt awkward to start a conversation, so I remained silent until she, having emptied her cup, spoke again.

Her face showed signs of deep contemplation.
No, rather than concern... it was more like she was lost in thought.

Some might not understand the difference, but the weight behind her expression was completely different.

Most notably, her expression didn't look particularly serious.

Well, now that she knew there was an informant, unless she had been completely unaware,
she had enough room to respond appropriately.

She was probably thinking about something else.
For example... how on earth did someone manage to infiltrate the Academy without her knowledge?

She was a mage.
A mage with exceptional intellectual curiosity and investigative passion.

If a strange intruder had entered the Academy that she believed was under her control, she would naturally be curious about how it happened.

I don't know how she views herself.
But nominally and outwardly, no one would dispute that she's currently one of the greatest mages.

No matter how vast the Academy might be, bypassing her surveillance was no easy feat.

It's not like she was unaware of the existence of demonic energy.
And the Academy's security checks were far from lax, so how did they manage to create an informant?

Judging from the earlier situation, it seemed like he had been hiding here for quite some time. How did no one notice anything suspicious about him during that long period?

At the time, I was too preoccupied to pay attention, but thinking about it now, there were many suspicious things.

What method could deceive the surveillance of a 9th circle mage?
And what method would allow someone to continue acting as a spy without raising the slightest suspicion among the surrounding professors?

As I was deeply pondering all these questions, her lips slowly parted.

"I apologize. I've been lost in thought with a guest in front of me."

"...It's fine."

"Well... I've sorted out my thoughts now. I'll acknowledge that there's some credibility to what you've said."

"So...?"

"However, I don't completely believe you yet."

"...?!"

At that moment, a magic circle appeared below her... no, in the center of the room.

A magic circle emitting a blue light so bright it was almost blinding.
A magic circle of this size clearly indicated it wasn't an ordinary spell.

I instinctively tried to stand up, but she must have done something because moving my body was not easy at all.

It felt different from the heavy weight I had felt on my shoulders earlier.
Back then, it felt like someone invisible was pressing down on me from behind, but now it was more like being trapped in a massive swamp.

Moving my arms, legs, or even my entire body was difficult.

It was as if the space itself was trying to restrain me.

"What... is... this...?!"

"I apologize. But given the situation, please forgive my rudeness."

Even though I'm no expert in magic, I knew this situation wasn't normal.

My body wouldn't move as I wanted, there was a magic circle on the floor,
and she had risen from her seat and was slowly approaching me.

A strong sense of danger rang alarm bells in my head.

I couldn't say she was a bad person...
But no one could deny that her personality was quite twisted.

The fact that she was restraining me meant that whatever she was about to do was something I would never agree to.

I wasn't exactly sure what it was...
But it certainly wouldn't benefit me.

If it were beneficial to me, she wouldn't have restrained me like this without warning. It was a reasonable deduction.

"Please stay still. This will be over soon."

"What... are you doing now?!"

Watching me struggle to escape the situation, she wore an expression that suggested she couldn't understand why I was reacting this way.

Crazy woman, her expressions are so versatile.
Shortly after that thought, a rather unexpected answer came from her mouth.

"What am I doing? What do you mean?"

"...?"

"I don't know what misunderstanding you have, but I'm just trying to scan your mana. Just like I did over there earlier."

"...What?"

"Given the circumstances, you're the one most likely to have accumulated demonic energy, so I'm just checking in advance."

What's wrong with that?

Looking at her calm expression, all my previous actions suddenly seemed quite foolish.

Right... what was I thinking?
She's the chairwoman after all...

Surely she wouldn't do anything harmful to her own student.

As soon as I had that thought, the trembling in my body miraculously stopped.
She looked at me and casually placed her hand on my wrist.

Swoosh—

A blue light emanated from her hand, and soon after, I could vividly feel something entering my body.

It was quite similar to what I had seen earlier...
The strange thing was that I could feel her energy entering my body so clearly.

If it was this noticeable, the other professors should have noticed it... how did she deceive them back then?

"Since there's no need to hide it from you, I'm just doing it comfortably."

"...Ah."

...How did she read my thoughts again?
I wasn't sure about the exact details, but one thing was clear.

She had no intention of harming me. For now, that alone was enough to put me at ease.

'Besides, with less than 10 hours left, I can't afford to make her my enemy.'

As if reminding me that time was running out, the status window appeared before my eyes again.

It showed that less than 10 hours... no, less than 8 hours remained.
It would only hurt me if I continued to be suspicious and lost her as a valuable ally.

As I sat quietly, not resisting her energy, I began to feel something poking at my chest.

Her hands weren't anywhere near my chest... what was it?

I closed my eyes and concentrated for a moment.

As soon as I focused, I felt a strange energy in my body.
Was this her energy? It seemed so, given the blue light.

"...Please don't move. This is a rather important process."

"...It seems like more than ten seconds have passed. Shouldn't it be done by now?"

"Student, I'm quite precise with my counting."

"...What?"

What's that supposed to mean?
Just as I was about to question her, something pulsed strongly in my chest.

That energy from before. Even without seeing it, with such a strong pulse, only a fool wouldn't notice.

She was making her energy, which she had placed inside me, pulse vigorously.

In the most vital part of a human being—the heart.

"There's an informant in the Academy, and by telling me this, you've helped prevent another potential incident. And... perhaps we can also prepare for other attacks that might occur after this."

"...Kuh, hack...?!"

"As someone dedicated to teaching, I don't usually like giving special favors, but at this point, I think it's appropriate to offer a small reward using my authority as chairwoman."

Consider this the first gift.
Please use it well.

"You may consider it an honor. In a way, you're the first person in this empire to receive a personal reward from me."

"Kuh... hack... cough cough...! Keck...!!"

"It might be a bit painful, but the reward will be worth it. You can look forward to it."

"D...damn...!! No, time...!!"

"You don't need to worry about that either. As you suggested, I'll make sure the defenses are thorough. Even if you faint for a while, it won't be for more than 2 hours."

"...!!"

"You seem to have been lacking proper sleep lately. Take this opportunity to get some rest."

Taking care of a student's health is also a teacher's duty.

With a bitter laugh at her words, I finally passed out.

As my eyes closed, I caught a glimpse of what looked like an incredibly soft blanket.

..Damn, really.
She shows her consideration in such a strange way, this person.

Ch.342 - Time For Karmic Retribution
A magician is one who is closest to mana.
They dedicate their entire lives to exploring, researching, and making mana their own.

"Has he fallen asleep?"

The woman present here is, as she herself has said, skilled enough to bring all the magicians of the empire to their knees with her prowess alone.

That's why she's considered capable of single-handedly standing against the Magic Tower.
That's why she still sits in the position of Academy director.

"He's asleep."

And because she knew her own level better than anyone else, she found the current situation all the more difficult to comprehend.

Not just once, but three times.
That such attacks would occur at the Academy under her jurisdiction.

"...Looking at this, it certainly seems to be demonic energy."

Crackle—
Black energy floated around her hand as she moved.

It gave off an ominous feeling at first glance, a sinister energy that could never be considered normal.

"How on earth... did they manage to place these things while evading my eyes?"

No matter how she thought about it, she couldn't understand.
Although the Academy was vast, it was still within the range she could easily cover with her abilities.

How on earth had they succeeded in these consecutive attacks without her noticing?

And why focus so persistently on the Academy alone, without paying any attention to other places?

There were too many suspicious points.
Even if someone had a grudge against the Academy, they wouldn't target it this persistently.

At this point, it was certain that they wanted something specific.

"But... what could make demons hold a grudge against the Academy?"

If nothing else, this was the one thing she couldn't understand.
What could they possibly want, what grudge could they possibly hold?

In the empire's history, there had never been a case where demons were this active.

Demons were supposed to be creatures that only existed in imagination.

Those of high status in the empire knew they weren't merely imaginary beings, but nevertheless, to most people, demons were practically fictional.

They hadn't appeared in the empire for such a long time.
For so long that their very existence was treated like legend or myth.

But why were they suddenly revealing themselves now?

More than anything else, she was curious about the reason.
Even if they were under attack, shouldn't they know why?

*I doubt it's likely to be a grudge relationship...*

But even she, as experienced as she was, couldn't be certain that the reason wasn't a grudge.

There were some things that bothered her...
Above all, it made no sense for this to happen so suddenly.

No matter what they might be looking for, there was no need to take such a hostile approach.

If it were simply a grudge, they could have started by spreading rumors.
Even a few malicious rumors would surely deal a significant blow to the Academy, where reputation was everything.

The problem was that they had skipped all those steps and chosen to attack the Academy outright...

Why? Why take such a risky action?
Could they really afford to turn the empire against them?

*...Even so, that seems unreasonable.*

Though she still wasn't exactly sure what they were after, one thing was certain.

No matter how many demons there might be, the empire wouldn't fall so easily.

The saying that numbers overcome strength didn't apply only to battles between humans.
No matter how powerful the magical beasts might be, with enough numbers, the power difference could somehow be covered.

Humans had survived and prospered that way until now.

*Of course, I can fight sufficiently well even without numerical advantage.*

Her body slowly rose from her seat again.
Since she had made a promise, it was best to prepare from now on.

She had never failed to keep a promise. She had sometimes reinterpreted and substituted compensation, but.

At the very least, she was someone who always kept her word.

She had said she would set up defenses while he slept... so she needed to prepare.
Besides, in a way, this wasn't entirely bad for the Academy.

Ever since the previous attack, she had been thinking they needed to strengthen their defenses.

Looking at it that way, the timing had merely been accelerated.
It wasn't necessarily a bad thing. If anything, it might be good.

"...And if, as the student said, there is one more attack."

Then she really couldn't just stand by.
After all, she was nominally the director of the Academy.

She couldn't just sit back and watch as the Academy fell to demons, who weren't even imperial citizens, let alone humans.

If nothing else, she genuinely cared about the Academy.

"...I'll have to reconvene the professors first."

As for the reason for the summons... what should it be this time?

Thinking about the reason for this sudden strengthening of defenses, she once again began drawing a magic circle above her hand.

***

"......Ah."

I woke up.
Or rather, regained consciousness?

I barely managed to lift my groggy body from where I lay.

Where is this...?
...Inside the director's office?

Why am I sleeping here....

.....
......

..Oh, right.
The director knocked me out herself.

No wonder my chest was aching—the injury she inflicted hasn't healed yet.

*...Why did she suddenly knock me out?*

I don't think the atmosphere called for that...
Clearly, she was in a mood to thank me....

...Wait a minute.

I just woke up after sleeping.
And the director seems to have been gone from this place for quite some time.

...Then, does that mean there was no one to wake me up all this time?

*...Don't tell me, the time now is..?!!*

I hurriedly checked the current time in my status window.
Thankfully, not much time had passed since I closed my eyes.

[Time Remaining: 6:02]

At most... two or three hours?

The director's words that I would wake up after about an hour vaguely echoed in my mind.

What does she mean an hour...
It's clearly been well over two hours.

I pushed aside the small blanket that was somehow draped over my body and slowly got up from the sofa where I had been lying.

Surely she wouldn't have covered me with this while I was sleeping...
Did she create it with magic? Or was it her attendant?

Whatever it was, as soon as I pushed the blanket aside, it disappeared cleanly as if it had never been there.

Almost simultaneously, a note dropped in front of my eyes.

From how neatly it was folded, it was clearly left for me intentionally by someone.
Considering it fell from the air right after I removed the blanket... the owner of this note must be the director.

It must be a spell that would only reveal the note once I woke up, removed the blanket, and got up.

Of course, a conditional spell like this isn't simple...
But for her, it would be easy. More than easy.

If she had just left it on the desk, I would have read it anyway...

I couldn't shake the feeling that this was somehow wasteful.
Is it really necessary to use magic for every little thing like this?

*...No matter how much mana she has, using magic for every trivial thing like this must consume a tremendous amount of power.*

Is this what it means to be an archmage?
While marveling anew at her power, I slowly unfolded the note that had fallen before me.

..Of course, that wasn't easy.

Either because it was imbued with the director's magical power, or because I had just woken up, for some reason the note wouldn't unfold from its folded state.

It had such strength that it probably wouldn't tear even with considerable force.
And it had the thickness comparable to heavy drawing paper, as if it had just been freshly made.

Only after wrapping my own mana around my hands did the note finally begin to unfold.

*Crazy director. Who would try to steal such an insignificant note that she needed to cast such a spell...*

Crack, craaack.
A heavy sound that was impossible to believe came from paper echoed for a moment.

Finally, the note unfolded completely, and only then could I read its contents.

Seeing how densely packed the writing was, it seemed like a document worth the effort after all.

*What could she have written... to leave a note with such effort...?*

I slowly read through the words written in the note.
However, unlike what I expected, there was hardly any significant content.

It merely contained mundane details about how she was preparing to thoroughly strengthen the Academy's defenses and that she had left ahead of me.

Additionally, she kindly instructed me to find her as soon as I woke up, even roughly indicating her location.

*It's good that she's strengthening the defenses... but why does she want me to find her again?*

What could have happened now...?
Is it something so serious that it warrants putting such a spell on this note?

As I was about to crumple the note and throw it in the trash after reading it, I somehow noticed the back of the note.

It was too small to see clearly, but...
Letters, those were definitely letters.

"....?"

I slowly unfolded the crumpled note again and examined the back this time.

[P.S.: The Saintess has arrived at the Academy. Please prepare to welcome her immediately.]

".....Huh?"

It was truly shocking news that made me doubt my own eyes.

Ch.343 - Dormitory (1)
The Saintess must be fair to everyone.
That was the most basic requirement of a Saintess.

People commonly say that the most basic requirement of a Saintess is goodness, but that's a misconception.

A Saintess is a representative of God.
Not a representative of goodness, but solely a representative of God.

They merely follow God's will. They aren't beings who come to bring goodness to this world.

Not all gods are good, after all.
One couldn't say that all gods have the same standard of goodness.

Gods don't follow human ways of thinking.
It's only humans who follow after gods.

Beings born with both good and evil from the beginning couldn't possibly distinguish between those who commit good and evil.

They simply choose children who please them.
Of course, the conditions for becoming those children vary according to the characteristics of that god.

At the very least, unconditional goodness was absolutely not a requirement for becoming a Saintess.

"Saintess, we'll arrive shortly, so please prepare..."

"Ah, yes. I understand."

So how did she, Hildegard, manage to attain the position of Saintess?

Once, she herself had asked, finding it hard to believe.
How could someone as insignificant as herself become a Saintess?

In response to her question, the Goddess answered:

'Because you desired me more desperately than anyone else.'

"By the way... Saintess, are you sure it's right to return to the Academy at a time like this..."

"I'll be fine, Bishop. Everything will be fine."

"B-but..."

"Others might not need to, but I must go there."

Because she had been at the lowest place, she could treat everyone most fairly.

Having climbed from the bottom to the top, she could surely provide the same opportunity to others.

After hearing the Goddess's words, she no longer questioned her words.

She simply performed her duties as Saintess more diligently than anyone else.

She went to those suffering in the slums and exercised her power.
She strictly punished those who exploited others to fill their own bellies.

Everything was according to doctrine.
According to the doctrine of the religious order they believed in.

Yes, that's what she believed.

"....."

She recalled.
Long ago, when she had a private audience with the Goddess.

It was something she couldn't forget even if she wanted to.

Because it was when that supreme Goddess had, for the first time, asked for her forgiveness.

Truly an unforgettable memory.
That memory was so shocking that it remained clearly imprinted in her mind.

The truth about the current situation that the Goddess had told her. And the story of one person who had been sacrificed in the process.

The people who know that story... probably only herself now.
So, naturally, she was also the only one who needed to support him.

"...If what the Goddess said is true."

Since she too was no different from a sinner.
She had to atone for that sin somehow.

Ignorance is a great sin. Some might not think it's a sin, but according to the order's doctrine, it is. A grave sin at that.

If you threw stones at someone out of ignorance, that too was a grave sin.
If you treated someone with prejudice, that was also a grave sin.

In a way, even though all those influences came from the god they served, as servants of God, they were criticizing and cursing him in their hearts.

"..I should apologize, I suppose."

She must. Without fail.
Even to stand proud as a child of the Goddess.

And she needed to convey the Goddess's words that she couldn't deliver then, even now.

Until now, she couldn't apologize because misfortunes piled up and she couldn't spare time, but now it was possible.

Until now, she couldn't return to the Academy because it was deemed dangerous...
But after it became known that he was there, even the high bishops of the order couldn't stop her.

His strength had been proven long ago.

It had been a great help that he had repeatedly distinguished himself while alone and as a student of the Academy.

Even the bishops who had been in an uproar had to concede after hearing the news.
The reason was that there was hardly a safer place than beside someone who had the title of Saint and the power to match it.

The order was also a safe place, of course...
But honestly speaking, it was a bit insecure.

As an order that had already been attacked once, they couldn't guarantee that such an incident wouldn't happen again.

They couldn't deny the possibility that someone else might be hiding within the order...
Anyway, the majority opinion was that the Academy, with the Chairman present, would be safer for now.

'It's quite fortunate. He gave me just the right justification.'

Once she met him, she could somehow move forward.
Even if it was just a moment, she would have a chance to exchange words with him.

She didn't want to miss this golden opportunity.

"Saintess, you should be getting off soon..."

"Ah, yes. Just a moment."

And perhaps she could also ask what he had been doing all this time.

Where had he been and what had he done?
What was the reason he had to leave during the evaluation, breaking the Academy's rules?

It seemed she had more questions for him than she thought.

"..Come to think of it, Lady Charlotte asked me to let her know if I heard any news about him...?"

..How am I supposed to relay the news? I don't even know where she is now.
Her head tilted slightly as she got off the carriage.

***

"...The Saintess is coming...huh."

...Why is she coming?
That was the first thought that came to mind.

No matter how much I thought about it, there was no good reason.

The people of the order aren't all blind...
The Academy is in this state, and they're sending the Saintess here?

...Why?

That short question kept circling in my head.
Why? Why on earth are they suddenly sending the Saintess to the Academy out of nowhere?

If it's to treat the injured, the timing is way too late.

Most of the students have already completed their treatment.
Students who suffered untreatable injuries have long since died.

Isn't it... too late to dispatch the Saintess now?

Moreover, the relationship between the Academy and the order had already deteriorated beyond repair.

Most of the Academy professors already remembered the previous dispatch of the order's Holy Knights.

As someone who had become a priest, as someone belonging to the order, it was an unconscionable act to violate the unthinkable taboo of ignoring patients, and then expect the Academy to welcome them now.

It's only because the visitor is the Saintess that they're barely allowing her entry...
If it had been someone of high bishop rank, they would have been turned away long ago.

Why, knowing full well that strange rumors would spread, would they send the Saintess to the Academy?

I couldn't understand it at all.
Even now, after shaking off all drowsiness.

'...The Chairman seems to have given permission... but why did he allow it?'

Didn't I clearly tell him that there would be an attack today?
I'm sure he said with his own mouth that he would prepare defenses...?

Why would he allow the Saintess to enter at such a dangerous time? I couldn't understand that either.

Of course, she'll have escorts.
Unless the leaders of the order have lost their minds, they would naturally provide escorts.

The problem was, if my prediction was correct, such escorts would be utterly useless in what was about to unfold.

At the very least, someone of commander rank would need to be present to provide any cover.
But conversely, this meant that all other forces would be completely useless.

"...This is troublesome."

If the Saintess dies at the Academy.
It's something I don't even want to imagine, but if it happens...

The aftermath would be unimaginable.

Although the order is part of the Empire.
Its power was still too great to ignore.

If the Academy and the order decided to engage in all-out war, innocent people would inevitably be caught in the crossfire.

The more people involved, the more the Empire would begin to intervene between the two.

It's not for nothing that internal strife is said to be more fearsome than external attacks in war.
Such a thing must absolutely not happen.

"....Haah, what... really."

I couldn't deny that the Saintess would be a significant force, but the risk was still too great.

There wouldn't be anyone suitable to protect her...
Why on earth would she want to come here?

'...I wonder if she'll go back if I persuade her well.'

Well, since I was told to prepare, I should go out...
No matter what, she's someone who came to see me, so I couldn't just refuse to meet her.

Given who she is.
It couldn't be helped.

"Before that, I should check my room first, just in case."

Ella might still be there.

My destination was, for now, my dormitory.

Ch.344 - Dormitory (2)
"Just to let you know in advance, there's no one here. Almost all the students were already sent out of the dormitory during the last evaluation."

"...Sent out?"

...Honestly, it was a disheartening thing to hear.
After all the time it took me to get here.

Considering the distance from the Academy's main building to the dormitory where I was staying, my frustration was completely justified.

At least thirty minutes.
That's how long I'd been walking non-stop.

The Academy's vast grounds, while already vulnerable to internal attacks, showed its flaws in this aspect as well.

But wait... almost all students had left?
What about Ella? As far as I knew, she had nowhere to go.

If she had gone all the way home, that might be different, but the distance from the Academy to her home was definitely not walkable.

It would take at least a carriage ride to get there on time... how could she have gone home when she barely had any money?

That couldn't be right...
Something didn't add up.

I did leave her some money, but knowing Ella's personality, she would have said it wasn't right to use it freely. So how?

How did she manage to go home?

*Even though I was planning to send her home anyway... this is still too strange.*

"Excuse me, are there any girls among the remaining students?"

"...Huh? Girls?"

"Yes, a child with silver hair and red eyes..."

"Hmm... let me think about it for a moment."

Is that something you need to think about?
I wanted to make a sarcastic remark, but now wasn't the time for that.

Unless there was another way, this person in front of me was the only one who might know Ella's whereabouts.

The dormitory supervisor.
I couldn't remember his name, but I recalled he was rather lackadaisical in handling matters.

Still... he was more serious about the students than other professors, so there was a good chance he remembered Ella.

Even if not, he might have heard something.
For example... what happened to students who couldn't leave the dormitory due to unavoidable circumstances.

"Honestly, I can't tell much from your description alone, but if it's a student with nowhere to go... they're probably in the Academy's shelter."

"...!"

Shelter...?
Was there such a place?

At least it seemed she wasn't just kicked out with nowhere to go, which was somewhat reassuring...

I never knew the Academy had a shelter until today.
It had always seemed absurd to assume anyone would attack the Academy.

With fortress-like security from all sides and various professors patrolling inside, who would dare to infiltrate?

The Academy even had people who could heal injuries, so if nothing else, it was easy to become complacent about safety.

"Could you tell me where this shelter is?"

"Hmm... well, are you looking for someone?"

"Yes."

"...Alright, you'll have to go see for yourself. Go straight that way and then turn right..."

The directions were a bit complicated, but I could understand them well enough.

That's fortunate. No time wasted for either of us.
I nodded to him and headed in the direction he indicated.

Aria had said she would contact Ella, but it was better to be certain.

If Ella hadn't received the message yet and was still here, that could be dangerous.

Whatever else happened, I needed to get Ella out of here during the remaining time.
I couldn't let her stay in a place that might soon become a battlefield.

Before long, I saw people in the distance moving busily, just as I'd been told.

They seemed to be hurriedly packing their belongings and fleeing...
Apparently these people had figured out what was happening.

Well... I had nothing to say except that they were perceptive.

It's not like there would be any problem with leaving, since the Academy had already said they could go.

Unless there was a compelling reason to stubbornly stay, it would be better to leave and take a short break.

*I don't know what nonsense might happen later, but life should be the priority right now. I don't understand why some people aren't leaving.*

The professors would try their best to protect everyone, but...
It would be safer to just leave and return to their families.

I couldn't understand their way of thinking at all.

Was maintaining appearances more important than freezing to death?
Even when they knew their lives were in danger?

"....."

Shaking my head, I slowly continued through the crowd.

Was it more than just a shelter in name?
Surprisingly, people were coming out from underground, right beneath the building.

I'd never heard anything about there being something underground in all my time at the Academy...

It probably hadn't been used for quite a long time.

Seeing the dissatisfied expressions on the faces of people coming out... I could guess what the conditions inside were like without seeing them.

*Where's Ella? Where could she be?*

Despite my efforts, when I entered the shelter, enduring the stuffy underground air, there wasn't a single woman who looked like Ella.

There were occasionally people with silver hair, but...
They all looked completely different from Ella.

Anxiety welled up inside me.

It would be good if Aria had already taken action and brought her to the Reinhardt mansion... but the possibility of "what if" kept nagging at the corner of my mind.

What if she hadn't gone there?
What if our paths had crossed, and she'd missed Aria too?

Unpleasant scenarios began floating around in my head.

*I want to ask someone, but there's no one around to ask.*

Not many people actually knew Ella.
While servants could accompany their masters at the Academy, that was only possible during break times.

During classes or practical sessions, non-students were absolutely not allowed to accompany students.

The same applied to Ella.
Because of this, she had to spend almost all her time in the room.

From the beginning, she herself preferred staying in and doing housework rather than causing trouble outside.

But occasionally, she did seem to be talking with someone.
The problem was, I had no idea who those people were...

"...If I'd known this would happen, I should have at least found out who she was friendly with."

I feel like I might have been too negligent toward Ella.
After all, she was someone who trusted me and followed me until the end...

I thought it wouldn't be bad to spend some time with her when we met again.

I hadn't seen Ella's face much lately anyway.
At most, I'd briefly visited the dormitory last time.

*But first, I need to find out where Ella is...*

Is there anyone around who might know?
Someone who might know Ella's whereabouts.

Or even someone who was friends with Ella would do.
If they were close, they would at least know where she went.

Since Ella was both a maid and a commoner, it made sense to first look for commoner students among the people here.

"...But how do I find these commoner students?"

It's not like people walk around with "commoner" written on their faces...

I was already short on time, and I didn't want to get caught up in troublesome situations by mistaking someone's status.

This place was full of people with ridiculously high pride...
If I mistook someone's status, I'd immediately get involved in something annoying.

"Still, I need to ask around..."

Maybe I should just ask people one by one.

Just as I was about to take a step with that thought, that damn blue window that had been ignoring all my words suddenly appeared.

≪There are a total of five people without family names nearby.≫
≪Would you like their locations marked on the map?≫
≪Y/X≫

"...Family name?"

No family name. This meant they had no house name to claim.

In the Empire, having no family name literally meant being a commoner.
A commoner with no house name to claim and no family backing them.

If this thing had simply heard what I'd just muttered and brought me exactly the information I wanted...?

*...For once, you're doing something useful.*

Before I could even finish the thought, my finger was already rushing toward the Y on the status window.

And simultaneously, a complete map of the Academy appeared before my eyes, with red dots marked on it.

It was so detailed that anyone, unless they were a fool, could easily understand it.

"...Oh."

It had been a really long time.
Since I felt this thing was actually useful.

Ch.345 - Dormitory (3)
"Excuse me, have you seen a girl like..."

"N-no! I-I haven't seen anything at all?!!"

"W-wait. Could you stop right there...?!"

.....Sigh.
That makes four times already.

That's the fourth person who's seen me and fled in terror.

I don't know why they run away when they see me. There was never anyone to explain it to me. No way for me to find out.

But what's certain is that including the person I just met, a total of four people have all fled at the sight of me.

*I really don't get it. I don't remember doing anything that would cause rumors...*

If nothing else, it's been quite a while since I caused any trouble at the Academy.

After leaving the Reinhardt family, I've been trying to live as quietly as a mouse.

It seems that plan has failed, but still... I've never caused the kind of trouble that would make people panic at the sight of me.

Compared to before, my reputation should have improved... so why is everyone avoiding me?

I didn't have time to puzzle over it.
That was already the fourth person. Not just four people—the fourth person in a row.

One or two might be a coincidence, but four students all showing the exact same reaction when they see me? That's impossible.

Unless they had discussed me beforehand and planned this together, it simply couldn't happen.

*Is there... some other reason?*

This is driving me crazy. Why now of all times?
I'm already short on time, and now I have to deal with this.

I could chase after them if I wanted to... but causing a scene with so many eyes watching would create quite an uproar.

I had no choice but to turn my steps in another direction.
Although four people had fled from me... there were still a few who hadn't.

With four people already running away at the sight of me, I had nothing left to lose.

To find out where Ella was, I needed to somehow catch the remaining people and have a conversation.

And to do that...
I'd probably need to put in a bit of effort.

For reasons I didn't understand, the commoners around me continued to subtly avoid me.

To catch them for a conversation, I'd likely need to block all escape routes before even starting the dialogue.

*All this trouble just to have one conversation.*

Complaining wouldn't change anything.
In the end, unless Ella suddenly appeared before me, I had no choice but to keep asking around about her whereabouts.

"The closest person is... ah, over there."

I'm not sure if this counts as good luck, but the red dot on the map wasn't too far from me.

This time... please, let it be someone I can talk to.
I desperately hoped that at the very least, they wouldn't run away the moment they saw my face.

***

"So you're saying people who identified themselves as from the Reinhardt family took Ella away?"

Contrary to my hopes, this person also tried to flee at the sight of my face.

Fortunately, I had blocked their escape route in advance...
Otherwise, I would have lost yet another conversation partner.

The one good thing was that I finally learned about Ella's whereabouts....

"Y-yes, I think... that's what happened..."

"You think?"

"N-no, that's right! I-I-I'm absolutely c-certain...!!"

"....Sigh."

"Eeeek?!"

...So we missed each other.

It seems Ella and I passed each other on the way to the Academy.

...So I've just been wasting my time.
There's no point in looking for someone who's already gone.

Of course, I wasn't upset that Ella had already left this place, but I couldn't help feeling a bit empty now that things had turned out this way.

"Jenison? So you were here."

"Who... ah? Sir Siegfried."

"Where have you been all this time?"

"...Oh."

...Come to think of it. Sir Siegfried was here.
With so many things to worry about, I momentarily forgot I had companions.

"I apologize. I should have told you..."

"I'm just glad you seem to be unharmed... but next time, I'd appreciate if you at least told me where you were going."

..How much scolding he must have received from the young lady.

He seemed to be saying something more, but his voice was too quiet for me to hear properly.

..Well, he does look like he's been through quite an ordeal.
Looking closely, sweat was pouring down like rain.

Clank, clank.
Every time he moved, the massive armor plates ground against each other, making sharp noises.

Even for standard equipment, if it was all steel, it couldn't possibly be light, yet at a glance, he was bearing the weight admirably.

Well, securing a captain position in the Reinhardt family was no easy feat.

Even though they were private soldiers rather than regular imperial troops, they prided themselves on training that was no less rigorous than the imperial army's.

The Reinhardt family was even stricter in that regard.
Pure meritocracy. That was the only way to survive as a soldier in the Reinhardt family.

"...I'll make sure to do so next time."

"...Yes, please do."

Now about Ella... what should I do?
It seems she's safely returned to the Reinhardt family, but...

Given the situation, I still wanted to confirm that she had made it back safely, despite hearing reliable testimony.

If by chance she hadn't returned to the family and was still around here...
She might get caught up in the attack that would happen soon. That absolutely could not be allowed to happen.

*Plus, Ella's family also lives nearby, if I remember correctly...?*

Young siblings and elderly parents.
Those were Ella's family members.

That's why she had clung so desperately to her position as a maid in the Reinhardt family, enduring harsh treatment.

Her young siblings couldn't earn money, and her elderly parents were also too frail to work, so she had no choice.

Of course, that doesn't mean she made the wrong choice.
How could anyone say it was wrong to care for one's family?

Besides, working as a maid in someone else's home at an age when most want to play and have fun is never easy.

Personal impulses and desires.
It meant suppressing all of those and focusing solely on work.

If nothing else, that fact alone gives a good idea of how much she treasures her family.

*The problem is, her family might be in danger from the attack.*

...What should I do about this?
I can't move right now.

I could send someone, but I don't know exactly where her home is located.

I only remember the approximate location she once mentioned in passing.
If I had to search house by house in that area, I might not find them in time.

"...Sir Siegfried."

"Yes?"

"Is there any way to contact Aria right now?"

"...Pardon?"

"Can you contact Aria right now... or at least, do you have some means of communication?"

"...Well, I should be able to... may I ask why?"

"...I just have something to ask her."

"....."

Before long, a beautiful crystal sphere appeared behind him, though he still wore a suspicious expression.

***

"Hello, brother?"

"Aria."

"...Where's Sir Siegfried?"

"He's fine, so don't worry too much. I'm just contacting you because I have something to say."

"You? To me...?"

"Yes. I heard Ella is there?"

"Um... that's right. We brought her back to the family a little while ago. Why?"

"Could you look into Ella's family home for me?"

"Family home...? Wait a moment. I'm not sure if we have records."

Despite the sudden contact, Aria diligently searched through the records without a single complaint.

What a good sister she is.
A smile naturally formed on my lips.

Reconciling with Aria back then might have been the best decision of my life.

"Let's see... ah, here it is. Should I tell you the location?"

"No need. Instead, could you bring her family to the mansion?"

"...Suddenly? Why?"

"I'll explain the details later, but for now, they might be in danger. Please do this for me."

"...Alright, I understand. Ella... I've known her since we were children. I'll do it."

"Thank you."

"But... what's this danger? Brother, are you planning to do something dangerous alone again...?"

"I'm hanging up now. I'll contact you again later."

"W-wait a moment...?!"

Click-
The crystal sphere that had been glowing blue gradually lost its light.

It was a signal that the connection had been completely cut off.
Unless we initiated contact again, there would be no way to reconnect.

"Take it."

"Um, Jenison, the young lady was..."

"I know. I'll make sure to contact her again later."

"...Thank you."

What's there to thank me for?
You'll have to get moving soon anyway.

"Besides, we still have preparations to make..."

"....?"

"This works out well. Follow me."

"...Pardon?"

I've confirmed Ella is safe.
Now there was nothing else holding me back.

All that remained was preparation. And more preparation.

"...Setting traps is the bare minimum."

And exactly five hours later, the attack began.

Ch.346 - Assault
In a dark room below.
Six people had gathered.

No, it was no longer right to refer to them as people.

The situation was completely different from the past when they at least maintained a human form.
Now, there was no longer any need to keep up such pretenses.

"Mother's arm."

"Here."

"Leg."

"Here it is."

"I've brought the head, so that's done. All that's left is the body and heart."

"The body's here. That old hag and I put it together nicely, got it? Kyahaha!!!"

"Stop calling me an old hag, you little brat..!"

They had gathered almost all of Mother's body parts.
Mother's consciousness had already been awake for a long time.

All that remained now was a perfect vessel to contain Mother's spirit.

Containing the soul of a god was by no means an easy task.
In fact, it was nearly impossible in its difficulty.

Even a fallen noble is still noble—though she might not be widely known in the Empire now, if one looked across the world, there were still many who believed in "Mother."

Finding a vessel that could contain the soul of a deity, even if only for a moment—a god whose name was still known to some people—was absolutely not an easy task.

That's why they had been working on Jenison all this time.

"Are the preparations ready?"

"Don't know, but it doesn't seem to be working."

"Of course not. Nothing has happened lately to make that child despair."

"Until the previous life, their mind was on the verge of collapse, so why did they have to be born into a duke's family in this world?"

"That's what I've been saying! If they were just a street beggar, I could have pretended to be human and beaten them to a pulp without any problems!!"

"It seems even humans favored by Quality are now beyond control. Well, since that child died, how could anything be controlled... tsk tsk."

However, their grand plan had begun to go awry.
Their plan to resurrect Mother and once again annihilate humanity was in danger of falling apart.

The cause was none other than the absence of a vessel.

The vessel that should have been ready by now had somehow begun to deviate from the planned course.

Escaping from pain and hardship to pursue happiness.
Actions so contradictory it was hard to believe they came from a human chosen as the vessel.

If everything had proceeded according to plan, this would never have happened, but surprisingly, there was no other way to explain the current situation.

"The plan has gone wrong. The child we intended to use as a vessel isn't ready yet, and Mother is already on the verge of awakening."

"What about the other candidates? Didn't we bring several of them back then?"

"The other candidates have long since ended their lives. They all committed suicide."

Of course, they had brought multiple vessel candidates from the beginning to prepare for this possibility.

There could be no margin for error in resurrecting Mother.
If nothing else, the vessel to contain her soul had to be whole and complete.

The more important a plan, the more routes one should create.
Similarly, this plan should have had alternative vessels ready.

It should have.

"All dead? How could they give up their lives so easily?"

"It was just a bit of bone grinding and flesh carving repeated a few times. Hmph. I'm so shocked I can barely speak."

"That's why I said from the beginning, right? That we should bring a kid with a few screws loose."

"...yawn."

But they hadn't realized.
How fragile the human heart could be.

While some people have hearts as strong as iron fortresses that nothing can break, others can be swept away like fallen leaves in a gentle breeze—they failed to recognize this about the human heart.

"Really... not even one... left?"

"None. I have no reason to lie about this."

"....."

"So, all we have left is that little brat?"

"It's a bit odd to still call them a little brat, isn't it? Khu, they must be over two hundred years old in human years by now."

"Two hundred years is still a toddler who can't even walk yet. Why are you making a fuss about that?"

"I just said in human years, you old geezer!!! Are your ears failing with age?!"

"Is that so? Human years are so difficult to count."

Regardless of their disorganized bickering, there was only one conclusion they could reach in this situation.

They needed to somehow develop the remaining vessel and forcibly awaken their Mother.

And for that, slaughter and destruction were absolutely essential.

"What's the vessel's condition?"

"...A bit of anxiety, nothing else. They're... normal."

"Anxiety? Could it mean they've noticed our plan?"

"How is that possible? In this era where few even know our names, how could they perfectly figure out our plan?"

Who? How? For what purpose?

There was no way to explain it.
It wasn't as if someone among them had leaked information.

"I don't know. But I can roughly explain why that one alone hasn't given up on life among all those candidates."

"You mean they've got some secret trump card hidden away? Kuhahaha!!!"

"...Well, they even took my wolf that I had painstakingly trained. They did seem to have something special."

"...Even so, it's too late to change the plan now. Mother is about to awaken from her long slumber."

"That's right. It's already too late to change the plan. All we can do now is pray that things go well."

"That child is at the Academy right now. Why don't we just sweep through the whole place?"

"Then who's going to deal with the monster there? I'm not sure I could win against that woman even in a one-on-one fight."

"Don't worry. I'll handle it."

Their chattering mouths fell silent all at once.

They wouldn't have cared if it were any of the others.
They were all free-spirited beings, so it wouldn't be strange no matter what they did or where they went.

But despite that, the news that he would move personally was worth being surprised about.

Until now, except for praying to Mother, he had shown no enthusiasm for anything.
Even if it would help resurrect Mother, he mostly wouldn't lift a finger.

When he spoke, the other comrades would carry out the task.

Few comrades had complaints about this arrangement.
After all, he was overwhelmingly the strongest among everyone here.

They had no choice but to follow the words of the strong one. It might seem a bit barbaric, but for them, this was everyday life and common sense.

"...You're going personally?"

"Yes."

"...Is that woman that formidable? She did look strong at a glance, but is there really a need for you to step in..."

"I'm going."

In a way, they chose the Academy as their first target because of her.

"....?"

"...What are you saying? You've always been hard to understand."

"Anyway, shall we begin now?"

"Wait, who's going to guard this place?"

"...I'll... yawn, do it. Going out is... too troublesome."

"The rest of you do as you please. I'll go ahead."

"...You're quite enthusiastic, aren't you? More than I expected?"

"...I have to be."

Because this would be the final war.
The last war that would ever take place.

***

"Hey, are the mana barriers prepared properly?"

"Yes! But the amount of mana allocated isn't quite what we expected..."

"If it's not enough, call the Magic Tower!! What are we keeping mages for?"

"Y-yes? But... would those people really come all the way here? They'll probably say we're dragging them into a pointless task..."

"Are you going to ignore the direct orders of the Director?! Hey, which class are you from?!"

"N-no, sir!! I'll contact them right away!!!"

Meanwhile, at the Academy.
The place was as busy as ever today.

Even after many students had left, there was no time for peace due to the commotion caused by various people.

"This is... really, I don't know what all this fuss is about."

"Preparing for an attack... I understand the Director has good intentions, but I'm not sure if proceeding in such a disorganized way is right..."

"Complaints are pouring in from the surrounding noble houses. Especially the Redwill Count's family is absolutely furious, raging..."

"...The Director said so, didn't she? She must have her reasons, so let's trust her and follow along."

Everyone was diligently working.
But the thoughts hidden inside were all the same.

Why, why suddenly strengthen the Academy's defenses when they had barely paid attention to it until now?

Why would the Director suddenly care about such things at this timing?

Since she had never spoken nonsense before, everyone believed there must be some reason behind her order.

"Huh... what's that?"

"...Hmm? What is it, kid?"

"Th-there... that...!!"

There must be some reason.
There must be a compelling reason.

"Look, isn't there too much dust rising over there?"

Otherwise, there would be no reason for the prestigious Academy to receive support from both the Magic Tower and the Church simultaneously.

"We're under attack!!!"

Starting with the guard's shout, a huge cloud of dust swept in from outside the Empire.

Ch.347 - Assault (2)
"W-Wait a second, what's going on all of a sudden...?!!"

"AAAAARRRRGGGHHH!!!"

The atmosphere among those who realized monsters were invading was absolute chaos.

"Evacuate everyone else quickly, and call in all available men to defend the walls!!"

"B-But what about the monsters coming up from underground, Captain?!!"

"Damn it... pour boiling oil or whatever, just figure it out! Right now, defending the walls is our priority..!!"

"Uh... huh? W-Wait a moment. C-Captain?!"

"What is it now?! Can't you assess the situation? This isn't a drill, it's the real thing...!!"

"N-No, that's not it..?"

But strangely enough, the heightened tension gradually subsided.

Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that a different emotion took its place.

Bewilderment.
That was what the imperial soldiers were feeling right now.

"The invading monsters aren't attacking citizens... they're all heading somewhere together..?"

"....What?"

"It seems like the only people who've been killed or injured are those who blocked the monsters' path..."

"What the hell are you saying?!! Answer me properly, damn it?!!"

"T-The monsters are ignoring us and continuing to advance somewhere!!!"

The walls were still intact.
The imperial walls remained sturdy.

However, those solid walls were completely useless against monsters that could fly through the air or burrow through the ground.

Normally, they would have easily defended with the help of mages.
But for some reason, support from the Magic Tower had not yet arrived.

It wasn't like the Magic Tower lacked mages, so why hadn't they arrived yet?

Unfortunately, there was neither anyone to explain the reason nor time to do so.
What they needed most now was an interpretation of why the monsters were suddenly behaving this way.

"W-What's going on? Why are the monsters suddenly..."

"Um... Captain."

"...What now?"

"Well, we sent out alerts as soon as the monsters appeared... but the magic detection devices aren't registering any monsters at all."

"....What?"

...What nonsense is this?
Monsters were clearly invading right in front of them, yet the devices detected nothing.

Were they all having some kind of mass hallucination?

"What kind of bullshit is that?! There are crazy monsters trying to climb the walls right below us?!!"

"B-But they keep telling us to stop joking around..!! They say no alarms have been triggered..."

"Damn it, give me that communicator!!"

"Y-Yes..!!"

The enraged soldier forcefully grabbed the communicator.
With one hand holding a massive spear, he pierced the head of a monster trying to climb the wall.

"Hey, stop talking nonsense and send reinforcements now!!!!"

-Ugh..?! W-Who are you to yell like this...!!

"Imperial Army 14th Division Squad Leader German! Now that you know my name and division, send reinforcements!!!"

-N-No, what are you talking about? As I said, the alarm magic devices haven't even...

"I don't care about your damn devices! The monsters have already reached the base of the walls?!! Can't you hear the citizens screaming?!!"

-Uh... that's impossible..? P-Please wait a moment..!!

"Wait for what... Hey... HEY!!!"

Damn it.
The communication cut off.

Monsters were still pouring over the walls, but just because no alarm had sounded, they cut the communication in confusion.

He deeply regretted that the person on the other end of the communicator wasn't his subordinate.

"D-Damn it, what about the Magic Tower?! Still no contact?!"

"Ah... well, we did get a response..."

"...You did? Then why haven't any mages shown their faces yet?!"

"Well... they said preparations were already complete..?"

"What...? What kind of nonsense... Hey, behind you!!"

"Huh..? Eek..?!!"

The situation was truly dire.
Not only were monsters invading, but there was virtually no support.

Things were unfolding so strangely that it seemed like they were being told to fight and die.

"C-Captain, what should we do now... ARGH..?!!"

"Damn it... shit..!! Everyone, get down!!"

"....Sir?"

In truth, they had been slightly undermanned to hold back this many monsters from the beginning.

Of course, they had been holding out assuming reinforcements would arrive immediately...
But now that support seemed unlikely, there was no reason to keep holding their position.

Death ends everything. He decided to prioritize his men's lives.

Besides, from what he'd heard, these invading monsters strangely weren't killing people indiscriminately.

Perhaps, just maybe.
If these monsters were following someone's orders...

"...Damn it, I'm thinking terrible thoughts. Am I getting old?"

"Captain, you've always been old. Are you just using this opportunity to take responsibility for all of us and aim for retirement... WAAAAAAH?!"

"You crazy bastard. I'll stick around just to spite you."

The communicator was still dead.
Those damned reinforcements and mages still hadn't shown themselves.

In this situation, he didn't have many options.

"Everyone get down and evacuate the citizens!! Prioritize those in the monsters' path!!"

"C-Captain, but the walls..?!"

"...Damn it, we need to save the people at least. If no one's going to help us, do you want to just sit here and die for nothing?!"

"....No sir!! Actually, I've been waiting for you to say that!"

"You crazy bastard, hurry down and protect the citizens!!"

"Yes sir!!"

On what should have been an ordinary imperial afternoon, the sudden advance of monsters began.

Strangely enough, casualties and injuries were minimal.

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud!
The footsteps of various monsters echoed throughout the town streets.

≪Time Remaining: 00:01≫

***

"..Seems like there's still one minute left."

Why is the street already in chaos?
This isn't the usual bustling atmosphere...

....Could it be that the attack has already begun?

"..Considering the timing, it's not that strange."

Now that I'm actually facing a monster attack, I feel somewhat uneasy.

I'm worried... concerned that someone might get hurt.
For someone like me to worry about such things was truly bizarre.

"..How many people have I killed until now."

"....Sir Jenison."

"Hmm?"

Sir Siegfried. Family name... unknown.
One of the most skilled soldiers in the Reinhardt family.

His hand was trembling as he reached for his sword.

"..What's happening right now?"

"....What do you mean."

"I've had some experience on battlefields before. Naturally, I've encountered many monsters and fought them."

But... why now?
Why are those monsters gathering and rushing here?

His voice, quite unusually, was filled with anxiety.

"....You saw them? Good eyes. I can't see that far with my height."

"Stop avoiding the question and answer me..!! What's this commotion about? I never heard anything about monsters invading..."

"I don't know either. I don't know where those creatures are suddenly coming from."

This isn't a lie.
Honestly, until just now, I didn't know how they would invade.

I never imagined they would attack head-on like this, but...

Now that things have turned out this way, I didn't need to worry about it.
Even if I had gone around telling people that monsters would soon arrive, I doubt anyone would have believed me.

No one would believe and prepare for monsters suddenly invading without any warning.

At least, not unless they were an eccentric like the Chairman.

"However, I did know they were coming."

"Then if you had told people.....they wouldn't have believed you."

"Not believing would be the best case. My opinion might have been dismissed entirely."

"...Then what's their target? No matter what, they wouldn't suddenly invade the Empire without a goal..."

"...I don't know about that either."

How would I know? I'm not a monster.
Even now, I don't know exactly where the monsters are.

"I only know they're targeting this Academy."

"....What? Why would they target the Academy?"

"I don't know. I don't particularly want to know either."

"....Pardon?"

"Knowing that wouldn't change anything anyway."

I have no intention of backing down from here.
And I can't stand by and watch others die around me.

I'm a bit curious how monsters, who have rarely united or cooperated before, managed to band together and invade like this... but that's a matter for later.

If there are no major variables, nine times out of ten, it's their doing.
There's no need to be curious or inquisitive about it.

"If you have more questions, I'll explain later. For now, get ready."

"....What? What should I prepare..."

CRASH!!!!
Along with his puzzled face, the blue barrier made of mana violently shook.

"Prepare to fight."

Somehow, small daggers had appeared in both my hands.

Ch.348 - Assault (3)
In a life-or-death battle, what's most important in group combat?

Some might say it's strength.
Others might say it's technique or mastery of magic.

But those are all skills for one-on-one combat. They're not particularly effective in war.

Unless you have a technique that can wipe out all enemy forces at once.
No matter what abilities you possess, they're not that threatening otherwise.

That's why, in situations like this, momentum is more important than anything else.

The spirit that can instantly overwhelm others on the battlefield.
The momentum that makes opponents cower.

In a situation like this, that momentum was needed more than anything else.

The fear of not wanting to charge in first.
And the anxiety of "what if I end up like that if I charge in?"

The battlefield is dominated by that anxiety.

Fear tends to spread to those closest to you.

Even if the target is a monster without any intelligence, that doesn't change.

Because fear isn't a thought.
It's what we call instinct—something that even beings without intelligence can feel.

"So I just need to kill them. Every single one that comes."

Kieeeeeeek-!!

I tear open the mouth of the monster that charged at me with its bizarre appearance.

Even with two small daggers, this much was easy enough.
They might be insufficient for cutting off the enemy's breath, but more than enough to tear open its mouth.

Ignoring the monster's miserable screams, I turned around and slid down its back.

Kudrrrrrrrk-!
The dagger I had planted while running tore through its skin.

As the wound split open, red... no, purple blood?

It felt disgusting.
I had expected bright red blood to burst out.

*Why does it have animal-like features but blood of this color?*

Kuwaaaaaaang-!!!
Its screams filled the battlefield, probably because having its back torn open was so painful.

The monsters that had been flooding in behind it momentarily hesitated in their steps.

The fear I mentioned earlier.
It was taking effect now.

I was worried they might just keep pushing forward, but it was worth tearing a large wound.

"...There are really a lot of these things."

Normally, I'd be grateful that the monsters' advance had stopped, but right now, I wasn't particularly happy.

Because there were so many of them.
I now had enough time to fully grasp their numbers.

Just a brief glance was enough to tell.
There were too many monsters to be contained by the barrier we had set up in advance.

"...How am I supposed to handle this?"

Kuwaaaaaaang-!!

"....?"

At that moment, a thunderous sound came from somewhere.

A sound like the sky was being torn apart.
A sound like heaven and earth were being overturned.

Looking up, I realized that what I had just said was no metaphor.

Right above me, right above this circular blue barrier.

A massive meteor was falling down.
With flames like warm sunlight trailing behind it.

"...What is that?"

[9th Circle Magic, Meteor]

Not just me, but the people holding back the nearby monsters and several soldiers all looked up at the sky at the same time.

Just as anyone would look up when a large shadow falls over them with nothing around.

It was almost an instinctive action.
And the emotion that followed was nothing short of awe.

"Wow..."

"My goodness, such... mastery."

I could hear some nearby mages expressing admiration, but those sounds were soon drowned out by loud screams.

It was only natural, really.
Who wouldn't scream when a giant rock was falling toward their head?

Even Siegfried, who had maintained an expressionless face throughout, showed pure astonishment in that moment.

*That's probably just for show, like a signal flare.*

A slight sneer formed on my lips.
The battle had just begun, and everyone was already distracted.

As far as I knew, that was just a signal flare.

The battle has begun.
Come help us.

That's the message it was sending to the entire empire.

That's why the huge meteor was falling directly above the brilliantly blue barrier, not on the ground swarming with monsters.

*They're not stupid enough to destroy their own barrier.*

If it fell there, no one would be harmed.
But it would still be plenty visible.

It was probably visible even from the distant imperial palace.

It might even draw the monsters' attention.
All in all, it wasn't a bad decision.

The air pressure would be a bit strong, but...
Even that was a hundred times better than dying.

Being blown away by wind was better than being attacked by monsters.

The people of the empire who were evacuating probably thought the same thing.

And people aren't stupid—those with sense were probably huddled in their homes by now.

The monsters' goal clearly wasn't indiscriminate slaughter.
If it were, they couldn't have gathered in such numbers at the Academy.

There would be more screams than there are now. The streets would probably be filled with the smell of blood by now.

One thing was certain.
These monsters had intelligence.

Which meant someone was behind this.
Someone who prioritized the fall of the Academy.

*It's probably them, with high probability.*

At any other time, I might have given in, but right now, I had no intention of surrendering.

If that had been the plan, we wouldn't have prepared so thoroughly.

Of course, we were inevitably outnumbered...
But this should be enough. We're on the defensive.

Besides, if we waited a little longer, imperial forces would surely come to our aid.

I'm not sure why they haven't arrived yet...
But they should come soon. Unless they want to face execution.

At any other time it might be different, but the absence of knights during a monster attack like this was a serious crime worthy of capital punishment.

Perhaps just facing execution would be fortunate.
At least then their families wouldn't suffer.

*They still outnumber us, but... whatever.*

"Over here! We have an injured person. Severely wounded!!"

"Here too, here too!!"

But we had priests on our side.
And not just any—the best available.

As long as they didn't die, they could recover.
This would normally be impossible for priests, but fortunately, there was someone here who could do such things.

"Please wait a moment."

I'll help you right away.

Woooong-!
Light resonated from her hands.

Yellow light, a color that perfectly embodied the word "golden."

A beautiful light that went beyond sacred to sublime shone down on her as she assumed a prayer posture.

It definitely wasn't natural light.
If it were, the surrounding priests' eyes wouldn't have changed so dramatically.

"All done. Would you like to try moving your arm?"

"It... it moves..?!! My arm has grown back!!"

"Thank you, thank you, Saintess..!!"

"I'll accept your thanks later. The situation is urgent right now!"

Having performed what could truly be called a miracle, she calmly went looking for other patients.

I could somewhat understand why the goddess had appointed her as Saintess.
It was a different matter from simply having the most devout faith.

*She doesn't seem to be trembling... well, that's not entirely true, but it's enough.*

Kueeeeeng-!

"..A boar?"

Unable to wait any longer, another monster charged like a beast, and I stabbed both its eyes with my daggers, then moved my hands in that position.

Squish, squelch!
I could feel the flesh tearing and eyeballs being crushed at my fingertips.

Even though they're monsters, their basic physical structure mimics living creatures.

In other words, monsters that resemble specific animals share the same weaknesses as those animals.

And the eyes are vital points for virtually all living creatures in this world.

Kureeeeeek-!!!

"Ugh, so noisy."

Like slaughtering a pig, the monster that had been screaming at the top of its lungs tilted sideways and fell.

Thud-!
A heavy, massive sound.

Some dust rose from the ground, and almost simultaneously, the monsters that had been charging forward all stopped in their tracks as if on cue.

"....Aren't you coming?"

The smell of blood is overwhelming.
It's not fishy, but something about the color makes it disgusting.

"...Then I'll come to you."

I'll definitely need to wash up later.

Ch.349 - Assault (4)
The resistance of the magical beasts was fierce, just as expected.
Despite all the Academy professors, as well as supporting mages from the Magic Tower and priests fighting valiantly, they were struggling.

From the beginning, magical beasts weren't meant to be fought like human opponents.

Their base nature is that of beasts.
Beasts that exist on an entirely different level from ordinary animals.

Their bodies are powerful enough to deflect most swords, and without mana users, they're impossible to defeat even if dozens of people attack at once.

And now, these magical beasts were scattered everywhere like mountains.
Naturally, there was no way to win easily.

It was actually remarkable they had held out this long with their current forces.

After all, the people here weren't professional combatants.

Most were professors who taught children, or mages who only conducted research in the Magic Tower.
We should be grateful that such people had fought without retreating until now.

The priests were in a similar situation, and even the few holy knights who came with them couldn't exert much power in this situation.

Like everyone else, they were trained for combat against humans.
They wouldn't have practiced fighting non-human opponents, especially monsters several times their size.

*Actually, I haven't trained for that either.*

But I have experience.
That somehow covers for it.

Though not against beasts like the ones before me now, I had killed people twice my size before.

Back then... what did I do...?

*Did I cut off their legs first?*

GRRRAAAAAARRR-!!!!

Slash-!

That must have been it.
Given the height difference.

I must have approached it with the mindset that I needed to at least match eye level.

GRRRAAAAAARRR-!!!

"Ugh, so noisy."

The magical beast, having lost its ankle, sat down in apparent agony and let out a loud howl.

A scream like nails on a chalkboard.
The sound was so repulsive and loud that it momentarily drew the attention of other magical beasts fighting in the distance.

"...That makes fifteen now."

Taking down fifteen house-sized magical beasts single-handedly was an incredible achievement.

As I mentioned, magical beasts typically require three or four mana users working together to defeat.

In other words, I had just defeated creatures that would normally require about forty imperial soldiers to take down.

*This is too many.*

Yet despite this, the tide of battle hadn't turned at all.
Far from turning, we seemed to be getting pushed back even more than before.

"W-wait, here. We're too understaffed here!!! The barrier can't be maintained...?!"

"Hold on a little longer!! We can't help right now either!!"

"What are those guys outside doing?! The magical beasts keep coming and they don't seem to be decreasing at all?!"

"You're wrong, we keep taking them down but more keep coming..!!"

Our numbers were limited.
Most likely, we would be the first to fall.

Even with the Saintess on our side, that fact wouldn't change.

Even if she used all her power, she couldn't eliminate all these magical beasts, and in the current situation, she needed to focus solely on treating the wounded.

If she didn't, people would die right before her eyes.
The Saintess I knew would never allow that.

*Naturally, we can't expect the Saintess's assistance. Then, is there a way to escape this situation...*

There was one remaining option.
The Director's magic.

*The Director might be able to resolve this situation.*

No, not "might"—she definitely could.

There was a reason she was the Academy Director.
What might be impossible for others would be simple for her.

She could probably handle these magical beasts without much trouble.

The problem was... the other people who would get caught in the aftermath.

"...Can't this barrier do something?"

[It cannot.]

"...!"

As I reached out toward the blue barrier before me, a voice I'd heard somewhere before echoed in my mind.

It was definitely a voice I'd heard relatively recently.

*...Director?*

[Yes. It's me.]

*...These magical beasts, couldn't you handle them?*

[If you're asking whether it's possible or impossible, of course it's possible.]

*...!*

[But as you just thought, other people might get caught up in it. To eliminate this many magical beasts at once, even I would have difficulty controlling my power.]

*...I suppose it makes sense that you can't attack while maintaining such a barrier.*

After hearing her words, I immediately fell into contemplation.

The reason she hadn't shown herself on the battlefield was simple.
Installation-type magic like barriers prevents the caster from moving.

To maintain this level of strength with a barrier made purely of mana would require several times the normal concentration.

Even for a great mage, it would be difficult to face magical beasts in such a state.

Normally, this barrier should have broken by now.
She must be continuously repairing the barrier and pouring mana into it without rest.

All to prevent even a single person here from dying.

[Still, you've killed well over a hundred by now, but strangely their numbers don't seem to decrease. It's as if they keep multiplying.]

*...A hundred beasts?*

[If you learn multi-casting, it's a simple matter.]

*.....*

Magic isn't my field.
I roughly understand what multi-casting means, but it doesn't really resonate with me.

[Excuse me. If a student capable of multi-casting appeared right now, the five Magic Towers would come crawling on all fours.]

*...That's not important right now. Rather, resolving this situation...*

[As I said, if I were to step forward, this barrier would immediately break. If that happens, casualties would be inevitable.]

*A few casualties would be acceptable. We have priests from the church and the professors are still fine.*

[But can you guarantee there won't be any deaths in that case? The barrier will never break, and if we just buy time, the magical beasts will have to retreat first.]

*.....*

She wasn't wrong.
The barrier was on the verge of breaking, but it had held so far.

If we just bought time, reinforcements would likely arrive from elsewhere.
If that happened, we could perfectly resolve this attack without any casualties.

[What is bothering you so much, Student Jenison?]

*.....*

[Your predictions have been quite accurate. If this isn't all coincidence, then you must have some idea who's behind this.]

*.....*

I didn't bother answering her question, and she seemed to take my silence as an answer as she continued.

[I usually trust my own judgment more than others' words, but this time I'll listen carefully to what you have to say. After all, it was thanks to you that we discovered there was an informant in the Academy.]

*.....*

[Tell me. What is the reason for your uneasiness?]

I pondered and pondered again.
Should I tell her this?

And would she believe me if I did?

*.....*

After looking around quietly, I closed my eyes briefly and resumed my conversation with her.

Seeing me close my eyes, I heard Lord Siegfried's voice nearby.

He must have thought something happened to me and was rushing over urgently.

I should end this conversation quickly to avoid causing worry.

*Yes, I know.*

[...So, who are they? No. What is their purpose in doing this to our Academy?]

*Their purpose... I don't know the details. But it seems they need something in this Academy.*

[Something...]

That "something" is my body, but.
I should keep that secret.

There's no point in mentioning that in the current situation.

Even if I surrendered myself to them now, they wouldn't stop this destruction.

That's why the magical beasts were still charging toward the Academy barrier despite me being outside dealing with them.

*They must have ordered the magical beasts to destroy the Academy, thinking I was inside.*

Sorry, but I don't plan to go down that easily.
Unlike last time, we have plenty of manpower on our side.

[So, what are you worried about?]

*That later, their key figure might appear and disrupt the battle.*

[.....]

*If that happens, our current forces won't be able to stop them. We need to turn the tide of battle right now.*

It doesn't make sense that they would just give orders to magical beasts and sit back doing nothing.

Surely, one of them must be hiding somewhere nearby.
Probably to interfere with the Director if she appears.

Her full power would be threatening enough to them. They wouldn't want to see their magical beasts suddenly wiped out.

*Director.*

[Yes.]

*I have a proposal.*

Somehow, I need to make them see it.

After all, since ancient times, another's misfortune has been one's own happiness.

Ch.350 - Assault (5)
"...When is it coming out?"

"You just need to wait a little longer, Your Majesty."

"That's what I'm asking! How much longer is 'a little'?!"

Deep in a forest.
In the depths of a forest where the Empire's castle could be seen in the distance.

From there, someone's voice was faintly drifting out.

"No matter how dangerous this person is supposed to be, they're still just a human, right?! Why did you send me to this cramped, dark, dirty, smelly place?!!"

"....."

"Or did you think I'd struggle against a mere human? Is that what this is about?!"

...He hadn't said anything.

The subordinate who usually listened to her tantrums no longer displayed the bright smile he had worn earlier.

Even the kindest person has their limits.
Spending several dozen minutes with a demanding boss would be difficult even for a renowned saint.

"...What's with that expression? Do you have a problem with what I just said?"

"No, how could I possibly..."

"Of course! How could you possibly have any complaints about me?"

As if you could.

Anyone would get angry seeing her expression as she spoke with such contempt.

There's no need to be nice to someone who disrespects you.
That's a natural rule. It's common sense for people living in society.

Even if that person is someone you serve, that fact doesn't change.

That's why laws exist.
That's why there are punishments for people who behave that way.

"Yes! Not just me, but anyone who comes before Your Majesty would be nothing but a 'mere' existence!"

"Right?!"

"Yes!"

But he didn't get angry.
Instead, he smiled broadly as if even that was fine.

For them, she wasn't just a workplace superior or something with such a hollow title.

If she wanted to, she could easily eliminate him.

You don't normally call someone who could kill you a boss.
Or rather, normal people wouldn't stay near such a person in the first place.

"Ah, but certainly! This is much better than being stuck among those filthy humans! Yes!"

"Is that so?"

"Of course! I'd rather spend a week in a goblin den than stay with humans. Isn't that obvious?"

Obvious, she says.
Despite the fact that the person standing before her was also human.

His eyes were already ruined, and his skin seemed almost consumed by some black, slimy substance. But he was still human nonetheless.

"When I was at that Arena place, I really thought I was going to die. How could they send me to a place with so many humans?"

"Indeed, Your Majesty!"

Yet despite all this, their expressions didn't change at all.

Even though they both knew that he was human and she was not.

How could this be?
Whether it was one-sided hatred or whatever, this relationship should have been doomed to fail.

"Ah, does it bother you when I say things like 'mere humans'?"

"I..."

"...?"

"Why would I be upset by such words?! And to be angry at Your Majesty? That's absurd!!"

The reason was quite simple.
It was because the relationship between her and him was literally one-sided.

"Hahaha!! You answer well, not even remembering what kind of person you originally were?"

"What good would remembering that do? Only Your Majesty can give me happiness."

"That's right! You understand well? Should I let you lick my toes?"

"Gladly!"

"Ugh, no thanks."

A creature in love is blind.
No matter how strong the other party might be, that was an unchangeable truth.

And she was someone who could manipulate the emotion of love at will.

Even if the target was an insignificant creature.
It was possible with any living being intelligent enough to recognize the emotion of love.

He was the same—she had made herself the object of his love, causing him to follow her almost blindly.

In reality, she and he had no connection whatsoever.
They had never passed each other on the street or met by chance. They were complete strangers.

She had simply made him her prisoner through the emotion of love alone.

"Anyway... when is this person really going to show up? Don't tell me they're not coming?"

Her target was none other than the Academy's Director.
Or more precisely, interfering with the Director was her purpose and goal.

"I deliberately brought all these monsters here, and they're not showing up? Just putting up such childish barriers?"

What kind of Director is that?
Could they possibly be scared?

She laughed.
She laughed and laughed again.

No matter how she thought about it, she couldn't understand how someone who was frightened by this level of monsters could be considered a dangerous person.

"If someone with such poor courage is the Director, I can imagine the level of the professors without even seeing them~"

"Indeed, Your Majesty. That pathetic building holding out like that will soon fall, it seems."

"Right? You see it that way too?"

Your eyes are still useful~
Leaving behind what might have been a compliment, she turned her gaze back toward the Empire and slowly savored the scene before her.

The monsters controlled by her power.
And the expressions of humans dying as they struggled against those monsters, unaware of anything.

She shuddered with pleasure as if watching a comedy drama.

She hadn't felt this way in the Arena.
Back then, her priority had been to safely retrieve her mother's body, so she couldn't act freely.

Yes, she was currently very excited.

The fact that she could violate humans and make them tremble in fear was the greatest stimulant in her life.

"Hmm... but it seems to be taking longer than I thought."

However, it was also true that it was falling slightly short of her expectations.

These were quite high-ranking monsters.
They were close to what would be called mid-level monsters.

At the very least, they should be able to take down several well-trained knights with ease.

She had summoned hundreds of such creatures.
Yet they still couldn't conquer a single Academy.

She couldn't hide her considerable disappointment at the meager results compared to the power she had used.

"Hmmmm.... why? What's the problem?"

Those greedy humans who always try to stand above others couldn't possibly have sent reinforcements to drive away the monsters...

Is there some problem?
Or perhaps an unexpectedly strong opponent?

She didn't know about the former, but the latter was unlikely.

She wasn't sure how strong the so-called Director was...
But at least, if such a strong person were there now, the Academy wouldn't be in its current state.

She giggled as she imagined the terrible future that would unfold.

"He said not to touch ordinary people because he doesn't know what will happen, but..."

Is there any reason... not to touch them?

Is the Empire's anger so frightening?
Of course, if ordinary people were harmed, the entire Empire would naturally step in.

But what good would that do?

'Mother will wake up soon anyway.'

After dreaming of it for so long, the impact would be tremendous.

Everyone would probably die.
Everyone who exists in this world.

'And... and...!!'

"...Your Majesty, something seems strange."

"...What?"

At his sudden interruption, she raised her eyes in annoyance.

She had been in the middle of pleasant thoughts.
How dare he cut off her imagination so abruptly.

Seeing her approach as if she might kill him, he opened his mouth again in apparent panic.

"Y-Y-Your Majesty, look over there..!! I'm not speaking nonsense!"

"...What? What do you keep telling me to look at?"

What else could be there besides what we already know?
Our cute little babies and the humans screaming in terror at the sight of them...

...right?

"...Huh?"

That shouldn't be there.

"..Oh, I guess he was there too."

A black-haired boy leaping across the backs of monsters with just two short swords, manipulating the battle situation.

The most important part of this ritual.
Perhaps even the "component candidate" that could be called the key.

Purple blood burst forth around him with each leap.

"..He fights well?"

Of course, the monsters wouldn't die from just that.
Nevertheless, the boy was resisting quite well.

He drew the monsters' attention, moving nimbly in all directions, wounding or knocking down almost all the monsters.

Like a wild rabbit in the forest.
His movements were small but unhindered.

"...But why is he cutting so shallowly? He must know that won't kill them."

"But... the monsters seem quite injured. Should you step in...?"

Indeed, many were injured.
Almost all the monsters had wounds on their bodies.

But they weren't fatal wounds.

At best, they could only draw the monsters' attention?
That's all they amounted to.

"...No, I can't. I'm only here as a contingency for that woman~"

"Ohhh..."

"Somehow I need to hide myself until that woman appears. If I don't, the plan fails!"

"I see!!"

"Yes, we just need to wait until that kid is surrounded by monsters and can't move, then we'll.......huh?"

Wait.
Just a moment.

Monsters are creatures of strong instinct.
Meaning anger is stronger than hunger, and hunger stronger than love.

And now? They're angrier than anything else.

Being wounded by such a small human must be irritating and annoying.

Yet they can't catch him.
It probably feels the same as when humans are bothered by mosquitoes.

Then...?
What happens next is...

"...Oh, shit."

"Pardon?"

"He can't die."

Her startled expression appeared just as the boy began to be surrounded by the monsters.

Ch.351 - Raid (6)
My plan was very simple.
The so-called "lure out the cat" operation.

It's easy to draw out a cat that's watching from afar, waiting for an opportunity.

Just throw out bait that the cat absolutely can't resist.

"Though I'm a bit annoyed that I'm the bait, but whatever."

It's not all bad.
As long as I don't die, it's fine.

These demonic beasts might act like they have some intelligence, but I wasn't inexperienced enough to die at the hands of creatures being controlled by someone else.

If I were to die from something like this, I would have given up on life long ago.
The fact that I was now casually trampling on the backs of these demonic beasts was proof that I wasn't so easy to deal with.

Kshiiiiiii-!!
Kuheooooooooong-!!!!

With the pack of demonic beasts charging at me like wild dogs, I continued running forward.

I felt everyone's eyes on me for a moment, but I ignored them.

I didn't have the luxury to worry about that now.
Above all, drawing the attention of the demonic beasts was the most important thing.

I continued to step on their backs and leap around lightly, circling the area.

"What... what is that?"

"The... the demonic beasts are suddenly going elsewhere...?"

"I think there's someone over there...?"

The people who had been standing still now turned their attention to me.
It probably looked like all the demonic beasts had suddenly focused on me.

*If they had any sense, they'd just quietly stay back right now, but why do they keep trying to fight?*

If this operation succeeds properly, we could wipe out most of these demonic beasts.

People wouldn't have to get hurt anymore.
Until I gather all the demonic beasts in one place, the director would continue to maintain the barrier.

The moment she releases the barrier would be when I'm completely surrounded by the demonic beasts and their movements stop, if only for an instant.

*...I think it's about time they showed up.*

As I said, these demonic beasts are currently being controlled by someone.
And the person giving those orders had to be somewhere nearby.

No matter how much control they had over their subjects, they couldn't issue unlimited commands.
The more complex the commands, the more difficult it became.

Even that one I met at the Arena recently was only focused on fighting, without receiving any complex commands.

*And I'm guessing the order these demonic beasts received was to destroy the Academy.*

The proof was that they completely ignored other civilians and focused solely on the Academy.

Of course, they were probably told they could kill any humans who got in their way.
Even now, they were all focusing on me as I left the Academy and moved around outside.

In such a situation, they would inevitably have to reveal themselves to issue different commands.

For example... an order not to kill me.

*I never thought I'd be using my body like this, but there's no other way right now.*

My body is a valuable resource to them.
That's a fact, based on my speculation.

If I die here, it would be troublesome for them too.
From what I've heard, they plan to use me as some kind of sacrifice, but if I get eaten by demonic beasts before that, their entire plan would fall apart.

Even if their time scale is different from ordinary humans, no one would stand by and watch as a sacrifice they've been preparing for nearly two hundred years goes to waste.

They would definitely, definitely have to appear.
If I just put myself in enough danger.

*Well, that'll happen soon enough now.*

Kagagagagagak-!!

My sword could no longer pierce the demonic beasts' armor.
Seeing their companions fall helplessly, the demonic beasts had instinctively covered their armor with something.

This was the frightening aspect of intelligent mid-level demonic beasts.

They learn and put it into practice.
They could immediately implement something as absurd as compensating for their weaknesses.

*But this is happening way too fast, no matter how I look at it.*

I hadn't even taken down more than a dozen demonic beasts, and suddenly they were reinforcing themselves like this.

The balance felt completely off.
I didn't have any powerful attacks that could take out demonic beasts in one hit.

I could certainly do it if I used Dragon Language, but I couldn't use such an important power so early and retire from the front lines.

Above all, my role was most crucial right now.
If I backed down because of something like this, the situation probably wouldn't change much going forward.

*The most effective way to attack these demonic beasts in the current situation is...*

That too was incredibly simple.
Just acquire enough power to pierce through the demonic beasts' armor.

In normal circumstances, it would be impossible to gain that kind of power in such a short time, but for me right now, it was entirely possible.

*I might be able to do it with a light use of Dragon Language magic, but I need to conserve my strength as much as possible right now...*

I pulled out several glass vials from my pocket.
They were more like containers than glass vials, to be honest.

I hadn't been just sitting around during all that time right before the attack began.

Other people might die if I wasn't careful.
I couldn't possibly relax in such a situation. Even I couldn't do that.

So I had come up with my own precautions to minimize casualties.

Among them was, of course, the scenario where I would become the bait.

If I could save others by becoming bait, I had no reason to hesitate.

Whatever happened, I was confident I would survive.
And I didn't particularly want to see other people die either.

*Aria would definitely have thrown a fit if she knew, but it can't be helped. I didn't even tell the Saintess about this situation.*

Ppudeudeudeudeuk-!!
While barely managing to stab my sword into the demonic beast in front of me, I reached into my pocket again and rummaged around.

After searching, I finally pulled out several sheets of paper.
What was drawn on the paper in my hand was none other than an alchemy formula.

*It's been a while since I've done this directly.*

Making this in such a tense situation would reduce its effectiveness, but I had no choice.

There was no other way, and I never thought I'd actually have to make something like this.

Besides, since this was something that would take effect just by carrying it, if I had been carrying it from the beginning, all the demonic beasts' attention would have been focused solely on me.

"Creation."

What I created was a purple powder.
And what I imbued it with was... the property of fascination.

What I was making now was something to draw the attention of all demonic beasts solely to me.

Commonly known as "Siren's Powder."
It's known as a substance that excels at luring demonic beasts above all else.

It's mainly used by vanguards when hunting demonic beasts... I never thought I'd be using it myself.

Well, I am hunting demonic beasts in a way, so I guess it's accurate.
But using this item among so many demonic beasts is essentially suicide.

Literally, evading demonic beasts rushing from all directions while drawing their attention is something even most warriors with confidence in their movements would avoid.

Even if they were trained knights who could easily withstand several attacks from demonic beasts.

Demonic beasts move differently from humans.
Normally, it's absolutely, absolutely impossible to react to them.

There's a reason why it takes several people to catch just one demonic beast.
With just a moment's carelessness, their thick claws and massive movements can inflict fatal wounds on us, sometimes even leading to death.

In other words, using this item against this many demonic beasts in the current situation is absolutely not something normal people would do...

*...Ah, whatever. As long as I survive, it's fine.*

Besides, if my prediction is correct, the demonic beasts will probably stop attacking before I die.

After all, they don't want me to die.

Even if I lose my limbs and become unable to speak, as long as I'm alive, that should be enough for them.
But surrounded by this many demonic beasts, I would definitely die.

No matter how confident someone might be in their swordsmanship or magic, no one could survive being surrounded by this many demonic beasts.

"...I hope they come out quickly."

Walking this tightrope between life and death is a bit hard for me too.

I put the purple powder into the container, and then put the container back in my pocket.

Sure enough, the demonic beasts' eyes, now wide and frantic, instantly turned toward me.

Ignoring the people right in front of them.
Dozens, perhaps hundreds of demonic beasts all had their eyes fixed on me.

Honestly, it gave me chills.

"...This will keep me alive, right?"

As I muttered to myself, countless demonic beasts rushed toward me.

"...Oh?"

But they stopped in that exact spot not long after.
As if someone was deliberately pulling them back.

Now's the time.

"Now!!!"

-I know.

Crash-!

The barrier broke, and in that instant, all the scenery before my eyes lost its color.

Ch.352 - Assault (7)
Most people tend to get flustered when faced with unexpected situations.

Being flustered means you're likely to act differently than usual. Your heart races uncontrollably and wild delusions storm through your mind, making it impossible to make rational judgments.

And that applies to everyone, even those with hearts of steel.

After all, courage isn't limited to physical structure.
Even if the subject isn't human, as long as they have a mind, they can't help but be startled when confronted with something completely unexpected.

Yes, just like this very moment.

"...?!!!"

The mouth of an object that suddenly appeared from somewhere moves frantically.

It seems to be shouting something...
But honestly, I can't tell what it's saying because the surrounding noise is too loud.

From the beginning, there weren't many things I could clearly make out in this moment.

This blue light emanating from beneath my feet.
It was gradually enveloping everything.

*I can't believe what I'm seeing, even though it's right in front of me.*

Monsters wrapped in blue light, unable to move.
And that unpleasant someone who appeared from nowhere.

To think they could subdue all of these things with just mana, not even magic.

Such an enormous amount of mana, enough to fill this vast Academy branch and more. I never once thought it possible to manifest this much mana in such a short time.

This was far beyond human comprehension.

It was truly unbelievable that what I was seeing with my own eyes was reality.
That all this blue light before me was mana being controlled by just one person.

No matter how miraculous a magician might be, handling this much mana is said to be nearly impossible.

As I mentioned, mana is a mysterious energy.
Powerful, with limitless potential—one of those special forces.

If I had to compare it... it would be similar to the qi I'm currently handling.

To handle powerful energy, you need a body that can withstand it.
Simply put, no matter how much mana you gather, if your body can't endure it, it's useless—just an empty boast.

Usually, people collapse before they can draw this much mana...

*They gathered this much in just a few seconds?*

This person is truly insane.
Or are they even human?

I wasn't the only one looking like I'd witnessed a miracle.
All the magicians, professors, and priests around here had eyes filled with awe—that was proof enough.

*At this level, they could have stepped in directly, even if it meant a few people getting hurt.*

-Student.

*...What?*

-Please take care of the cleanup.

*...What?*

...What's this about all of a sudden?
Cleanup, of all things.

The situation isn't even over yet, and they're already talking about cleanup...?

"...Wow."

What happened next didn't need a complicated explanation.

This one word was enough.

"They... disappear like this?"

In an instant, everything vanished.
The monsters, and the shadow of whoever had appeared earlier.

***

The territories under the Empire's rule are by no means small.
They truly lived up to the arrogant title of "Empire," and then some.

The four great houses occupied the cardinal directions, while the Imperial family maintained their firm privilege in the center.

That was the current state of the Empire.
That was how the Empire had been until now.

"Ughhhh... What's going on? What happened...?"

"Hello, monster friends."

"...?"

Of course, given the sheer size, their influence couldn't reach every corner.

If there are well-governed lands, there are naturally those that aren't.

And among those, there were certainly lands that didn't need to be managed.

"I am Renuel, the first chairman of the Academy."

"...Chairman? First...?"

For example... places where no humans live.
Or rather, places where humans absolutely cannot live.

In such cases, there's no need to govern them. It would just be a waste of resources.

One could develop such places to attract people, but there was no particular reason to go that far.

Money, resources, manpower, and so on.
Transforming uninhabitable places required massive capital investment.

As they say, there's no need to develop barren land for just a handful of people.

"Since the Academy was established, there has never been another chairman besides me."

"..."

"Do you know what this means?"

And the place where they were now was just such a location.
Barren and desolate, with no one living nearby.

What you might call a wasteland without a single blade of grass.

A place where one could unleash all their power and destroy everything around without any consequences.

"The position of Academy chairman can be renewed, of course, but aside from that, for some reason, no one wants to succeed me."

"..."

"They all say the same thing—they don't want to be compared to me."

"..."

"I'd like nothing more than to pass this troublesome position to Frabel right now, but..."

"For now, I'll do my duty."

"By killing all of you who dared to invade the Academy without knowing your place."

"..."

"I was already worried about the increasing paperwork lately, and thanks to you all, I have even more work to do."

"..."

"I'll give you credit for not harming others, but that's as far as my praise goes."

"Excuse me, sister?"

I understand you're trying to sound cool and all...
But wouldn't it be better to assess the situation first?

*Snap!*

With the sound of a finger snap, a crimson aura began to swirl in the monsters' eyes.

One, two, three...
Like an infection spreading, the crimson aura soon settled in the eyes of all the monsters.

"I can see what you were trying to do. You're quite impressive, sister. Teleporting all these numbers at once."

"..."

"It was you who made our bodies freeze for a moment, right? But you know what..."

"We can just kill you here, and then go back there."

"Do you think those humans there can stop us again in their current state and numbers?"

"And sister, the more I listen to you, the more annoying you get."

"...?"

"You talk as if your victory over me is guaranteed."

Without knowing your place.
Just a human, after all.

As she finished speaking, long claws emerged from her two hands.

A crimson color similar to what had settled in the monsters' eyes.
A color that would normally look beautiful was today radiating intense killing intent.

"I don't know exactly who you are, but judging by your appearance, you're not human, correct?"

"Hmm... that's right! I'm not human..."

"I wouldn't want to be one anyway."

"...I see. For someone who isn't human, your overall appearance resembles humans quite a bit."

"What can I do if this is my original form? I could change it if I wanted to, but there's no need, is there?"

"...Then, let me ask one last question."

"What is it? I'll listen since it'll be your last question before dying."

"...Why did you attack the Academy?"

Yes, this was it.
What she had been wondering all along.

Why target only the Academy?

For those who supposedly hate humans, they barely hurt any people.
Their interest was directed solely at the Academy.

There seemed to be a clear purpose...

But there was no way to figure it out.
Either their security was too tight, or they couldn't get any information from their informant.

"...Purpose? Do I need one?"

"Yes, your actions were definitely those of people with a purpose. Otherwise, I can't explain why you didn't touch civilians, even if you ignored our professors."

"Right?! I thought the same thing!! I don't understand why we shouldn't touch ordinary people!"

"...?"

Renuel was surprised by her unexpected agreement.
She had expected dismissal or mockery in response, not affirmation.

"But what can I do? Our leader told us absolutely not to touch them. Said we might gain more enemies if we did."

"...Enemies?"

"What difference would a few hundred more humans make? So dramatic, right?"

"..."

"Well? Are your questions all answered now? Or do you still have more?"

"...No. I'll find out the rest on my own. You can die now."

"...Die?"

Sister, I think you're misunderstanding something.
Why do you keep being so certain you'll win?

"Because I won't lose."

"I like pretty sisters, but you're too annoying for my taste."

"..."

"Roughly speaking, we have hundreds of mid-level monsters and dozens of high-level ones. Do you know how much effort I put into training them?"

"..."

"And you think you can defeat all of this?"

As she said, the area around them was literally a sea of monsters.

Black forms visible in every direction.
Occasional glimpses of crimson energy catching the eye.

Considering that it takes about four well-trained knights to handle one monster, this number was...

"Yes."

*Thud!*
She struck her staff against the ground.

"I believe I can win."

Ch.353 - Assault (8)
Someone once said.

When two people of equal or similar skill face each other.

No one can defeat a perfectly prepared mage.

By "preparation," they mean being ready to handle any situation flawlessly.

For example... anticipating every possibility.
Almost every scenario that could unfold in the current situation.

Having a countermeasure prepared for each one.

That is what mages call "preparation."

Casting underwater breathing spells in advance in case of aquatic combat.
Always carrying magical tools with stored mana in case you're unable to use your own, things like that.

Mages who complete all these preparations are like impenetrable fortresses.

They're essentially anti-personnel weapons designed to counter any conceivable situation.

No matter what knight you bring, this fact remains unchanged.
A mage's time yields efficiency double that of other mana users.

Their strength grows with time.
Especially for mages with high magical proficiency.

Unlike knights whose movements become ingrained and difficult to change, mages can abandon their habits and preferences to try new methods whenever they seem more efficient.

Something impossible for those who've spent their lives relying solely on physical ability.

Yet for mages, it's entirely possible.

Becoming stronger requires time.
But as time passes, human muscles instinctively cling to familiar movements.

That's why stronger people tend to unconsciously stick to their patterns.

But mages?
They barely move their bodies to begin with, so no movements become habitual.

They only move when casting spells, and even then, not excessively.

Unlike others whose attack patterns become consistent over time, mages have no limits to their learning, forcing them to develop increasingly diverse attack patterns as time passes.

This is precisely why mages are so difficult to deal with.

***

Humans are weak.
This is an undeniable fact.

In terms of grip strength alone, humans can't even defeat orangutans, let alone other humans, and they can't beat wild animals in other aspects either.

Just as no matter how fast a human can run, they can never outpace a cheetah.

From birth, they are creatures destined to live with these pitiful bodies.

BOOM!!!

"Oh my god?!"

That's why, to be honest, she had been underestimating her.

No matter how exceptional someone is, they can't overcome the limitations of their species.
She had repeatedly thought, "After all, she's just a human," despite the woman being considered a person of interest.

"But... what is this?!"

"We're still far from finished."

"....?!!"

The moment she loses focus, another spell appears before her eyes.
She simply couldn't believe what was happening.

It might sound easy in theory, but consistently landing spells on an opponent without any margin of error is extremely difficult.

Sure, even novice mages might manage it once or twice.
But when your target is moving at nearly imperceptible speeds, that's a different story entirely.

Of course it's different.

Even skilled knights can't keep up with that kind of speed.
For mages who lack proper physical training, it's practically impossible.

Even if they coat themselves in physical enhancement spells and use mana to activate bodily functions, it's still the same.

Most mages have physical abilities close to ordinary people.
No matter how much mana they pour in, they can only improve slightly beyond average.

That's why most mages consider physical enhancement spells rather useless.

A combat mage who engages directly in battle.
It's not that no one had ever thought of it, but there were too many difficult aspects to making it work.

First, there are almost no mages who could win in direct confrontation with vanguard fighters, and second, it seemed unreasonable for mages to freely wield weapons while simultaneously casting spells.

"Where are you running to? Our conversation doesn't seem to be over yet."

"I don't like clingy women! I'm sorry, so can we just wrap this up..."

"That won't be possible. I have my position to consider."

Yes, that's certainly common sense.

Mages are helpless in close combat.
That's what ordinary people believe.

"What... is this?! Huh?!"

Then what was this woman before her?
This woman who was not only effortlessly blocking all her attacks but also launching relentless counterattacks.

Even for someone labeled as a person of interest, this was excessive.

She was clearly human.
Just an insignificant human who didn't know her place.

Yet why did she possess such diverse mana?

While dodging all those beautiful spells, she couldn't stop thinking.

Without that, she felt she couldn't possibly face the situation before her.

A worthless lower lifeform.
The absurd fact that she was now being overwhelmed.

"I believe I've told you several times that I don't understand what you mean."

"Stop playing dumb! How are you handling mana so well?! Are you saying you're on the level of a dragon head or something?!"

"Dragon... head level? That would be a compliment. Though it seems out of place, I'll thank you anyway."

"Are you insane?!"

Even the most exceptional mage will eventually run out of mana, unless they're on the level of dragons, who stand at the pinnacle of all living beings.

Mana can regenerate naturally, but most don't rely on that alone to cast spells so recklessly.

No matter how much innate mana someone has, this fact doesn't change much.
This is what everyone in the world accepts as common sense.

"But... when are you going to get tired?!"

How many times had she seen that blue magic circle now?
It must have been well over a hundred times.

This inhuman woman before her was creating multiple magic circles with a single casting.

And these weren't hastily constructed circles either.

At least dozens of lines.
Extremely complex magic circles created by intertwining those lines.

If nothing else, she had to acknowledge the quality of the spellwork.

But for such spells to come flying at her every second...

"I'm starting to understand why she's considered a person of interest...!"

Almost all the magical beasts were already incapacitated.

Only a few high-rank magical beasts remained.
The mid-rank beasts that had formed a sea-like formation had long since met their end in various ways.

Burned by fire, completely frozen, pierced by blade winds, or suddenly compressed to death in empty space.

And all this happened to hundreds of magical beasts.

Just one minute after the battle began.

"This is cheating, damn iiiit..!!"

If at least her ability had worked, the battle wouldn't have turned out this way, but unfortunately, that too was impossible.

Her ability, which worked on everyone else, had been neutralized in front of the director long ago.

"What kind of crazy person fights with their eyes closed?!"

"I do."

The condition for activating her ability was to have her body captured in the target's sight.
If the director had turned her gaze toward her even once during the battle, she would have been the one to lose.

But the director didn't do that.

She already had all the countermeasures for this situation prepared in her mind.

If nothing else, she was already prepared.
Prepared as a mage should be.

"A mage always prepares for every situation. I developed a spell that allows me to see ahead even with my eyes closed, in preparation for times like this."

"You're completely insane!"

"Of course, I have no intention of letting my guard down just because one attack method has been neutralized. I dislike variables."

Whoosh!
So much mana gathered that the surroundings trembled slightly.

At this moment, it was all gathering into the director's hand, forming a small sphere.

"Please die quickly. If possible."

9th Circle Magic, [Black Spot].

A legendary spell said to be capable of destroying an entire city with a single cast was now being manifested right here.

Ch.354 - Attack (9)
BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-!!
RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE-!!!!

The thunderous noise continued to echo throughout the area.

Not a single blade of grass grew here—only rocks and barren earth existed in this desolate place.

The countless explosions, booms, and destruction showed no signs of stopping.

"Shouldn't your mana be running out by now?!"

"Don't worry, I can still use it for quite a while longer."

No other living creatures moved nearby anymore.
Only two remained—all the hundreds of demonic beasts that had been there until moments ago were now dead. Precisely two people were still moving.

*Did I pick the wrong fight?*

This thought crossed her mind after several minutes of exchanging attacks.

Even someone as ignorant of common sense as her could clearly tell that this situation was abnormal.

Normally, a magician wouldn't be able to react to her attacks.
And normally, it would be impossible for just one person to overcome such a power difference.

Well, if all those demonic beasts had been lowest-grade, it might have been somewhat possible.

But the demonic beasts she had brought were all mid-grade or higher.

Were mid-grade demonic beasts really such pushovers?
No, if you asked anyone wearing armor, they would absolutely never say such a thing.

In reality, it was mid-grade demonic beasts—not high-grade or top-grade ones—that claimed the most knights' lives.

After all, high-grade and top-grade demonic beasts were rarely encountered unless deliberately sought out.

So naturally, the powerful yet commonly seen demonic beasts were fixed at the mid-grade level.

But no matter how you looked at it, facing mid-grade demonic beasts was never easy.

This wasn't like skipping stones.
It might look easy in theory, but actually fighting them was absolutely not simple.

Even for low-grade demonic beasts, the reality was that several armed civilians would need to gang up on one.

Let alone when mid-grade demonic beasts, several times more powerful, swarmed in such numbers...

Most people would die in such circumstances.
Even the strongest cities couldn't change this fact.

Not just dozens but hundreds—and not humans but a horde of mid-grade demonic beasts rushing in like this—physically inferior humans would naturally be overwhelmed.

"What are you, exactly?"

"....."

"How are you still standing there without showing any signs of fatigue?"

"....."

"A mere human who can not only track my attacks with your eyes but also possess such an unfathomable amount of mana?"

"....."

"You should say something that makes sense..."

That's why she found it even harder to accept.
The fact that a mere human was now overwhelming her.

Strictly speaking, neither had landed an effective hit on the other yet, but that fact alone was humiliation enough for her.

Her opponent was just a pathetic human.
Against a species far beneath her own, all the demonic beasts she had brought were completely wiped out.

And even now, that human remained alive, matching her blow for blow.

This fact alone was deeply unpleasant to her.

"You're definitely someone to watch out for, I'll give you that."

"....."

"But that's as far as it goes, which is the problem."

So she decided to use even more power.

Originally, her goal had been to conquer the Academy.
With her current forces, that was probably impossible now.

But she couldn't just retreat in this situation either.

Rather than that, it seemed more efficient to at least take the life of this human before her.

*Besides, if I play my cards right... I might be able to add a human of this caliber to my collection...*

There was no reason to hold back her power.
At this point, she probably constituted more than half of the Academy's fighting force anyway.

All the demonic beasts had been teleported here simultaneously, but originally, deploying just half of them would have been enough to quickly conquer the Academy.

It was somewhat regrettable when she thought about it...
But well, it couldn't be helped. There was no point in regretting what had already happened.

Blaming her ignorance of magical expertise, she wrapped her body in even more darkness.

"This form is rather ugly... I really didn't want to use it."

"....?"

The Director, who had been moving continuously while casting spells, suddenly stopped.

Taking her eyes off the battle?
Did she think her opponent would wait while she transformed?

That seemed unlikely, but there was no other reason for her to suddenly do something like this in the middle of a fight.

*Unless... she's so confident she can leave herself defenseless like that.*

As a test, she condensed a small mana ball in her hand and threw it.

It was barely even a spell—just the most basic act of condensing energy and throwing it forward.

But it had enough power to at least cause some stimulation to the opponent's body.

If her assumption was correct...

Whoosh-!

"...As I thought."

The mana ball she threw forward passed right through the center of the dark figure before her, as if it were an illusion.

Literally like a shadow.

There was no sound of impact afterward, so it didn't seem to be a decoy meant to draw attention either.

*Is it magic? Or just her special ability?*

Though she couldn't identify what it was, she couldn't just stand still.

As mentioned before, a magician is one who prepares.
Standing idle would be shameful to the title of magician.

*It would be good to prepare... but.*

Yes, she knew that fact.
With her limbs intact and uninjured, she should just calmly think about what might happen next and prepare accordingly.

Nevertheless, she decided to launch an attack.

*This has taken too long. It's about time I returned to the Academy.*

If she delayed any longer, who knew what might happen.
In an unprecedented situation like this, it was necessary to minimize variables as much as possible.

Besides, if she could capture this woman who seemed to be the source of all this trouble, she might be able to discover her objectives.

For that, she needed to end her life now.
After all, reading memories was possible as long as the target's form was still recognizable.

She began gathering mana in her hand.

With a bit more power than before.

Just as blue mana gathered in her hand, the darkness before her eyes began to lose its form.

Like fog dissipating.
The darkness turned to powder and gradually mixed into the air until it disappeared.

Finally, exactly one human figure remained.

"I don't really like this form. It's not pretty, you see."

Soon after, pink eyes emerged from that darkness.

But that was precisely all.
Besides that, none of the characteristics of the woman who had been before her moments ago were visible.

This must be her finally showing her true power.

To be honest, the woman's abilities up until now had been slightly disappointing for someone claiming to be a demon.

She had played along thinking it might be a probing phase...
But now that the other side had decided to show her true power, there was no need for that anymore.

Having finished her thoughts, she finally began pouring out the mana she had been accumulating throughout her body.

Literally an outpouring.
Releasing part of the mana accumulated in her body to intimidate the opponent.

This seemingly useless and mana-wasting act was, surprisingly, something many magicians frequently employed.

Any proper person would retreat when feeling the overload of mana throughout their body, so it was a way of demonstrating the difference in level by showing how much greater one's total mana was.

Well, that only worked on opponents of significantly lower caliber.

*She's... not backing down.*

"Instead of doing strange things, shall we continue what we were doing? As I said earlier, I don't really like this form~"

The pressure emanating from her after revealing her true form was on a completely different level than before.
To make a comparison... it was like the difference between walking and riding in a carriage.

It was hard to describe properly, but the quality of the unpleasant sensation felt throughout her body had definitely changed from before.

"Shall we end this quickly? I'm sure you don't want to see my face like this either..."

"You're beautiful."

"....Huh?"

"It looks good when you cover it. I think you should keep covering it up."

"....."

*This fucking bitch.*

Having heard a curse she had never heard even once in her lifetime despite sitting in the Director's chair for so long, the second battle began.

Ch.355 - Assault (10)
"Hey, mister."

"What is it?"

"That old hag, she looks like she's going to die at this rate. Are you just going to leave her be?"

"....."

"Even if you want to conquer the Academy or whatever, doing it like this seems a bit much."

"....."

"Well, I don't particularly care. It's not like I was ever close to that old hag anyway."

"....."

"But are you okay with this? I thought you and that old hag had known each other for a long time."

"....."

"Are you just going to keep your mouth shut? Does that mean you're fine with letting her die?"

"....I'm waiting."

"...What?"

"I said I'm waiting."

"Waiting for what?"

"For their concentration to waver once more."

"....You're waiting for their concentration to break?"

The words almost burst from his throat—that we, of all people, should be concerned about facing a mere human?

But he managed to hold them back.

If he of all people was saying such things, there must be a reason. Both then and now, he had never once spoken meaningless words.

His words always pointed in a definite direction, so all one had to do was believe and follow them.

*But no matter how I look at it, she seems like she's going to die.*

Of course, he had never once said that wouldn't be associated with defeat.

***

Kill.
Kill and kill again.

At this point, I don't care much about anything else.

If nothing else, with all the demonic beasts already dead, further invasion of the Academy was practically impossible.

It was my mistake for rushing out without anticipating things would turn out this way.
No matter how endangered the sacrifice seemed, I could have been at least a little suspicious.

Regretting it now wouldn't change anything.

I've never regretted anything in my life.
And I don't want to start now.

If I were to regret, I would appear human.

For someone like me who had abandoned all human emotions and appearances, such feelings were unnecessary.

I hated scraping by in brothels, desperately figuring out how to survive each day.
I hated being on the verge of rape by the trash in the back alleys every single day.

The human past was something too frightening and unpleasant to remember.

"Die, diediediediedie!!!"

"I've never seen such reckless attacks from something that's not even a beast."

That's why I refused to acknowledge it even more.
That a mere human was completely blocking me right now.

This is the power I gained by abandoning my humanity.
Because I couldn't protect myself otherwise.

Moreover, since it was humans who had tormented me all this time, I had no reason to refuse Mother's offer of power.

And I gained tremendous power as a result.
Naturally, I could put almost all living beings beneath my feet.

Now I could make the men who once looked at me like a bug kneel before me, and the women who treated me worse than a pig could be made my prisoners at will.

Truly a queen in every sense.
How long did it take me to reach that position...

"Why, why won't you die?!"

How is it that I cannot make one human kneel?

The one who probably understands this situation least of all is likely her.

The opponent is just a human.
Nothing more, nothing less than a single human.

Even if they were labeled a person of interest, I thought that with this many demonic beasts, I could win easily, or at least with some effort.

Moreover, some of these aren't just intermediate-level, but high-level demonic beasts.
According to human legends, a single high-level demonic beast has enough power to destroy an entire city on its own.

That's why I went to such lengths to make them part of my collection... but why!!

Why are they cowering in fear before a mere human?
Is this really behavior befitting high-level demonic beasts?

And what about me?

Why am I failing to defeat a single human?

Just as doubt began to creep into her mind, the Director's voice pierced through her core.

"Is it really appropriate to be distracted when facing me, of all people?"

".....!!"

Distracted, he says.
Was I distracted?

Yes, perhaps I was.
Having other thoughts during battle certainly counts as being distracted.

But if asked whether I was distracted enough to expose my abdomen to a mere human, the answer would be no.

Rather, I thought I had clearly blocked it for a moment.
This was nothing short of that bitch succeeding with some outlandish method of attack.

What deranged magician would think of teleporting just their arm to strike an opponent?

Magicians aren't specialists in physical abilities to begin with.
Sending an arm just to land a hit could result in losing the entire shoulder.

Even if they somehow managed to land that hit, it would barely tickle compared to their magical attacks.

There's a limit to how much one can enhance their body with mana.
If there were no such limit, the world would be determined by how much mana one possessed.

In other words, her attack was useless and ineffective.

Just a simple strike, nothing more.
An attack far too weak to cause any real damage.

To someone like me now, this level of attack is no different from being hit by a child.

Far from causing damage, it only serves to provoke me more...!!

"...Guh, huuurk..?!!"

"Did you really think I would make a meaningless attack?"

My stomach contracts.
Without anything touching me, from a strong external impact.

It feels as if some invisible, heavy object is mercilessly striking my abdomen.

The pain of internal organs crumpling.
Is this what such pain feels like?

I can't even remember when I last felt such pain.
I think I used to get beaten like this often in the back alleys...

"Sh...kuhehehehe..."

"....?"

"You made me remember... something unpleasant...!!"

The darkness that had been enveloping her body partially lifted, and simultaneously her pink hair fluttered in the air.

A form somewhat similar to before.
Completely different from moments ago when she had lost all human appearance.

"Hey..."

".....?"

"I just recalled a really terrible memory, you know?"

"...? Yes."

"And usually when that happens, the norm is that I should defeat my opponent, right? That's the cliché."

But I don't think I can beat you.
After taking that one hit, I get the picture.

"You're not using your full power, are you?"

"....."

"You're just keeping me alive to gauge my level, and if there are others like me, to figure out their level too, right?"

"....."

The Director didn't deny her statement.
Seeing this, the pink-haired woman cackled hysterically as if she'd completely lost her mind.

"Damn....kuheheheh, it's annoying that you're not denying it. I want to kill you."

"....."

"But I can't kill you with my skills, can I? This is so fucking frustrating. Absolutely fucking frustrating."

"..Is that all for your last words?"

"Last words..? Laaast woooords? Looks like you're not even hiding your true intentions anymore, judging by how you talk?"

"I have no reason to keep you alive anymore. Now that you know my intentions, you won't cooperate anyway, so I have no reason not to kill you."

Looking at the Director who seemed rather relieved to reveal his true intentions, she gritted her teeth.

It was already humiliating enough that all her demonic beasts had been killed by a mere human.
And now, that human wasn't even acknowledging her as a proper opponent.

Learning that the opponent she had been fighting to kill all this time hadn't even been taking her seriously was quite, very humiliating.

Humiliating enough to make her want to bite off her tongue and die right now.

With burning shame, her face turned as red as the sun, and her speech became increasingly rough.

To make a comparison... yes.
From a mischievous young lady to something more like a macho bandit.

"I'm really going to kill you."

"Yes."

"If I get out of here, I'll kill all your students and even your professors!!!"

"....."

"I'll kill and kill and kill again, until they're not even fit for pig feed..!! I'll skin them all and turn them into rugs for beasts...!!!"

"Enough."

At that moment, her mouth, which had been spewing whatever came to mind in her excitement, suddenly stopped.

Simultaneously, the Director's form distorted and reappeared behind her.

"On second thought, I don't think I need to listen to the last words of someone who spoke harshly about my students."

In her hand, blood was dripping, soaking the floor below.

Even if someone had only witnessed this scene alone.
It would be clear who the victor was.

Ch.356 - Assault (11)
At the exact moment their duel concluded, the bodies of those who had been watching their fight began to move.

A dark room, equally dark silhouettes.

The atmosphere suggested villains to anyone who might see them.

Though the two shared a similar aura, their relationship was rapidly heading toward catastrophe.

"He's dead."

"...Indeed, he's dead."

"What will you do now? It seems the Academy hasn't properly fallen yet."

"....."

"We lost that old hag for nothing. It'll be difficult to gather monsters of that caliber again."

"....."

"Hey, old man, are you mute? Say something at least..."

"...This is as expected. So far."

"...What?"

Is this old man insane? Or does he have a hole in his head?

"Do you know how many monsters we've lost? Even the old hag who could control them is dead. And you say what?"

"....."

"If all this was 'as expected' like you claim, I don't think I can leave you be anymore."

"....You?"

"Yes, me."

The distance between them narrowed dramatically. Literally close enough to throw a punch if either wanted to.

However, neither showed any sign of making the first hasty move.

The moment one swung a fist here. The moment one broke this staring contest.

They both knew well that would be admitting defeat.

Though they both understood that maintaining pride was foolish, neither could simply abandon that foolishness.

No matter what, they ultimately resembled humans quite closely.

Especially in matters like this, they couldn't help but be childish. After all, these things were related to their own plans.

"...What are you thinking?"

"....What do you mean?"

"You said it was as expected. Are you pretending you didn't just say that with your own mouth?"

"I'm not pretending anything. Everything happening now is indeed as expected."

"...So what exactly have you been talking about?!!"

Does he have thoughts or not? At this point, I'm genuinely curious.

No, at this point, the question isn't whether he has thoughts, but what thoughts he's actually having.

They say there's no way to know what's in another person's mind, but this was too extreme.

And they weren't strangers but children of the same mother. Yet these siblings shared absolutely no information with each other.

That was what bothered him so much.

"...Let's say it was as you expected. Then why didn't you save the old hag?"

"Because it had to be that way."

"....What?"

"She needed to die here. From the beginning."

".......What are you saying?"

"I'm curious too. Why do you pity her? She enjoyed everything she could before dying."

"....What?"

"We're facing a great task. Emotions like pity don't suit us."

Rather than pity... one should feel envy. She proved her loyalty to our mother's resurrection by sacrificing her own body.

There are those who admire noble sacrifices, but none in this world who pity them.

"....."

"If you're done complaining, get up. We still have mountains of work to do."

"...Work?"

"Yes, don't we still have things to do?"

Since the Academy hasn't fallen yet.

***

"Quickly, move the injured first!!"

"Evacuating people from the area is the priority. Hurry!!"

"Those monsters could attack again at any moment, why haven't the imperial troops arrived yet?!!"

After all the monsters disappeared, the Academy was nothing short of a cauldron of chaos.

Monsters that appeared so suddenly. And just as suddenly, they vanished.

With such unpredictable movements occurring one after another, people's vigilance naturally reached its peak.

Of course, anxiety decreased somewhat when it became known that the chairperson had disappeared along with the monsters, but that anxiety couldn't be completely eliminated.

Even the chairperson couldn't provide 100% certainty of protection, and there was no confidence that the current forces could repel another monster attack.

So far, there had been no fatalities thanks to the unique existence of the Saintess, but that was merely a temporary measure.

The Saintess had only one body. The injured were countless.

No matter how hard she tried to treat one person, if another injured person appeared during that time, she had no choice but to provide minimal first aid before rushing to the next.

She wanted to prevent anyone from dying here. To do that, she had to keep moving from place to place, treating people directly.

"She'll get exhausted soon at this rate."

Of course, it wasn't a good sight to see. She might save many people this way, but it would be harder to fight against enemies who might attack later.

I didn't think for a moment that a monster like the chairperson would lose, but my position was that we should always prepare for contingencies.

Treatment might be delayed a bit, but it's not like she's the only priest here.

Thinking about future events, her current actions weren't efficient at all. And she probably knew this fact too.

I wouldn't say anything specifically, but I couldn't help worrying about it.

"Saintess, th-the bleeding here is too severe!!"

"Aaaaaaaaahhh!!! Saintess, please!!"

"J-just a moment, let me finish treating these people first... ugh?!"

Look at that. She almost fell while rushing around.

Fortunately, she managed to keep her balance. Otherwise, she might have been seriously injured.

Not the Saintess herself, of course. But the people assigned to assist her.

The church's position must already be precarious due to this unprecedented situation, and if the Saintess were to get even slightly injured...

I decided not to imagine what might happen. It wasn't particularly important right now anyway.

The incident had already occurred and was now approaching its conclusion.

I'm not sure if this is truly the end, but at least for now, there's no sign of another attack.

In the current situation, resolving this chaos as quickly as possible is the best course of action. Reorganization can only happen after the scene is somewhat cleared.

'I should go help a bit too.'

I might not be able to directly assist with treatment, but I could at least help with menial tasks.

The gazes of others might bother me a bit, but this wasn't the time to worry about such things.

I'd abandoned my noble facade long ago. And people who still thought of me as a saint would know this wasn't the time to be concerned about such matters.

When they're busy caring for others, they won't have time to worry about someone like me.

I just need to help quietly, little by little, in whatever ways I can.

Of course, I remained vigilant while doing so.

'The walls have already been breached, which means they could attack again at any time.'

"Ah, let me take that. I'll carry it."

"N-no, how could we let a nobleman do such work..!"

"It's fine."

Even as I forcibly took over carrying what looked like a heavy load from the priest, my eyes remained fixed on the broken wall.

Those monsters that had rushed in so frantically. Whatever their purpose was, they clearly failed to achieve it since they couldn't even enter the Academy.

And that means they could attack again at any time.

We have limited manpower, but they don't. They can just keep sending more monsters; they're not constrained by such limitations.

Moreover, if they can give precise commands to monsters like they did this time...

They could truly enter this place at will, whenever they wanted.

Some monsters have abilities that can deceive human eyes. Such abilities would be perfect to use in chaotic situations like this.

I kept turning my head, maintaining vigilance in all directions.

At least until the injured here could survive their critical conditions. I had to defend this place.

'I don't know what their purpose was to do something so extreme, but...'

Still, we've done well to hold them off. Blocking hundreds of monsters with just this many people is clearly our victory...

"Found you."

"....?!"

That's when it happened.

Just when I had let my guard down for a moment. A voice like scraping metal came from behind me.

"It's time to begin. Our plan."

".....You?!"

"Let the vessel fulfill its role."

A black hand emerged from the suddenly split space behind me, grabbed my body, and pulled me in.
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"Don't worry about the others, just bring the vessel. Can you do that?"

"That's easy enough... but what are you planning to do after that?"

We're not ready yet.
Even if we bring the vessel, that won't change, will it?

"My memory can't be wrong... perhaps there's been progress we're unaware of?"

"...No, that's impossible. The progress is exactly as we discussed."

"But how do you plan to proceed with the ritual? No matter how much we long for Mother, she doesn't answer our calls. You know that, don't you?"

She's not a person of the underworld.
She doesn't listen to our circumstances.

You must know this fact.

"Of course, I'm well aware of that too."

"....?"

"With preparations still incomplete, I can't conduct the ritual as I please. Above all, the risk is too great."

"...Right, if you know that, then why...."

"But wouldn't it be possible for me to adjust the pace as I see fit?"

".....What?"

"Just wait a little. It won't be long anyway."

Finally, Mother's resurrection is right before us.

***

My body continued to be dragged somewhere, but there was no way for me to resist.

Like being sucked into mud.
The more I struggled, the more my body seemed to be pulled into that space.

I'd already thrown away my panic.
The current reality was too alien and threatening to just remain shocked.

Fortunately, nothing dangerous like my body melting was happening.

Except for a slightly unpleasant feeling, I could move my body freely, so the situation wasn't entirely hopeless.

Stretch, stretch-
I forcibly extended my arms and legs to tense my muscles.

By now, I was more accustomed to preparing for whatever might happen next rather than panicking over such things.

I'm not sure if this is a good change, though.

'...Judging by how I can't speak properly, this isn't a normal space.'

A space with these effects couldn't have formed naturally, and someone wouldn't have accidentally pulled me into it either.

That person clearly called me a vessel.
The ones who call me that have been predetermined from the beginning.

I could guess who had brought me here without even seeing them.

'But why, why suddenly at this timing?'

As far as I know, their attack just now was quite serious.

Otherwise, all those demons wouldn't have rushed in at once.

If nothing else, one thing was certain.
That attack was definitely not a decoy.

If anything, this current situation is the unexpected part.

They brought me here so suddenly, without even knowing when the attack would end.

This couldn't have been their plan from the beginning.
Otherwise, they wouldn't have taken me right after the attack ended.

They probably did this because they thought their attack had failed...

'...So was I their objective?'

...I had my suspicions, but this confirms it. It wasn't just my delusion.

To think they would go to such extremes to capture the Academy, all because of me.

Of course, that's not the whole story, but I couldn't deny the feeling that I had a significant impact on this attack.

If it weren't for me, if I hadn't come here.
Could all of this be because of me?

That thought kept floating around in my head, tormenting me.

Even though I knew it wasn't all my fault.
This unfortunate mind kept insisting that everything was my fault.

Crazy bastard.

To be thinking such useless thoughts even in this situation.

'Right now, escaping from this situation is the priority.'

If I'm dragged along like this, my fate is obvious.
Those who have been calling me a sacrifice from the beginning will try to do something strange with me.

I had no intention whatsoever of suffering such a fate.
Especially not at their hands.

Since mana probably won't work, I'll try drawing on ki from the start.

They're not stupid.
They've probably noticed that I'm trying to escape.

Then they likely have countermeasures in place.

For example... making it impossible to escape using mana.

Since mana is commonly used by most warriors, such precautions wouldn't be difficult to implement.

Moreover, these guys want me.
So they must have prepared thoroughly.

In that case, I need to escape using a method they wouldn't expect.

'...I'm still clumsy with ki control. But if I gather as much as possible...'

Eventually, it will break.
This space must have its limits too.

Since ki is quite different in nature from the mana that permeates this world, it should be even harder for this space to withstand.

If mana is like a calmly flowing river...
Ki is like a raging torrent in a narrow valley.

Its versatility might be reduced, but in terms of destructive power, it can overwhelm mana.

'Rather than gathering it in my hands, if I gather it in my heart and operate the circle...!'

Grooooowl-
My heart began to beat violently.

Though it was much less in quantity compared to mana, it was still enough to break something.

Moreover, I'm now emanating it from my heart for more stable ki operation...

Surely, I can break this space more definitively.

'Heart, shoulders, arms, hands... if I can move the ki in that order...'

Like expelling ki throughout my entire body.
If I can just do that...?!

Crack-!

An artificially created space is bound to break.

Yes, just like this.

'It worked.'

With a clinking sound, light gradually enters the space.

Pieces of the black space falling apart.
Cracks large enough for me to see are beginning to form.

-...Hey, what's happening to it?
-There's no way it could break apart already...
-....Haaaaaawn.

Judging by the outside voices becoming clearer, it seems I can now make sounds too.

Of course, I had no intention of making any noise, as I didn't want to reveal that I was awake.

Pretending to be asleep with my eyes closed.
That was the best choice I could make right now.

I don't know how many enemies are outside, nor do I clearly understand their purpose. Acting recklessly would be strange.

At least it was clear they didn't intend to do anything to me right away.
So it's much better to just stay like this and observe the situation a bit longer.

Besides, judging from the voices I just heard, there are at least three people nearby.

If all of them are as skilled as those guys I remember...
I'd obviously lose in my current physical state. And I'd be captured again.

Rather than that, it's much better to just stay quiet like this.

I don't know what will happen later, but for now, this seems more helpful.

"What's this? Does it normally break this quickly?"

"I didn't apply much force... but I didn't expect it to break this fast."

"Haaaaaawn..."

"Would you stop yawning!! You've been sleeping all day, you should be awake by now."

"...But I'm sleeeepy.."

I can feel those three voices getting closer.

I can't guess who they are...
But I could figure out that these guys are the ones who brought me here.

From their movements... they all seem to be humanoid.

No matter how I think about it, moving right now doesn't seem like a good choice.

'If I pretend to remain unconscious... they'll show an opening eventually.'

I suppressed my breathing even more.
I posed as if sleeping peacefully.

It's not difficult to suppress my breathing, and it's not my first time pretending to be unconscious, so I thought I could deceive them sufficiently.

"What should we do? This happened faster than expected."

"I don't know anything about that either. Shouldn't we just keep him here as he is?"

"...Haaaaaawn, until when? I'm really sleepy right now."

"You need to move around a bit. There are people worried you might just melt away at this rate."

"...What kind of nonsense is that? Who would worry about such an idiot?"

Ignoring the chatter around me, I continued to hold my breath. After a while, I began to hear someone else's voice from far away.

I couldn't interpret what was being said.
It didn't seem to be human language this time.

But despite that, they seemed to understand something from those nonsensical sounds.

"Let's go."

"Yeah."

".....?"

As if by agreement, someone lifted my arms from both sides.
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My body was literally being dragged like a piece of luggage.
No... rather than luggage, it would be more accurate to say I was like a sack of rice.

Most loads aren't carried slung over the shoulder like this. The number of people who would transport a human this way could be counted on one hand.

Normal people wouldn't think to carry someone like this...
But as far as I know, these guys aren't normal people. They're not even human to begin with.

Unlike others, they don't treat people as people, so they clearly felt no discomfort in this situation.

"By the way, where are the others? Surely it's not just the three of us meeting."

"Why, do you miss that woman?"

"I'd rather be strangled to death than lay eyes on that witch."

"...Is she that bad?"

"Haaaaaaaaaahmmmm..."

The way they conversed didn't seem all that different from humans.

If you just listened to their conversation without knowing better, you'd think they were ordinary people talking.

Their appearance, their everyday conversation.
I couldn't understand why these creatures, who hated humans more than anyone, would take on human forms.

"I heard they failed to destroy the Academy too. Where the hell is that witch and what is she doing that she can't even properly destroy one building..."

"From what I've heard, she's dead?"

"...Dead? That witch?"

"You know that woman who warned us about the person of interest? Apparently she killed her."

"Hmm..."

The person of interest... probably refers to the Director.
She's the only person at the Academy who would warrant such a designation from them.

There's no way they'd refer to other professors as "persons of interest." If not the Director, there was no one else at the Academy worth mentioning with such terminology.

At most... it could be the Saintess with her power that threatens magical beasts.
But the Saintess has already depleted most of her power treating the wounded.

Plus, she's still young and somewhat timid.

Whatever the case, she's not someone these creatures would consider a "person of interest."

*It's good news that one of them is dead, at least.*

But what use is hearing such news now?
I'm currently in their clutches.

More than anything else, that information was useless right now. With my entire body restrained, what good would such news do me?

I needed to escape from here, or at least from their grasp, before I could attempt anything.

*If possible, I'd like to kill them all right here. Is there any way I could do that?*

...Honestly, it seems unlikely.
Still, I couldn't let this opportunity slip away.

Once this moment passes, who knows when I'll get this close to them again? It would be too wasteful to throw away this chance.

If they showed even the slightest opening, I could plunge a knife into their throats.
The problem is I can't do it right now, but the important thing is not knowing when such an opportunity might come again.

I wouldn't kick away such a good opportunity. As long as I don't die immediately, I could always rise again.

Even if I died, what came after wasn't my concern.
They wouldn't let me stay dead anyway.

They must have kept me alive all this time for their own purposes.
They wouldn't stop reviving me just because they lost a few comrades.

And even if they did stop, I wouldn't have much to regret.

I've been wishing for death rather than continued revival all this time.
Death would be more comforting to me than life.

*Though my current life is somewhat precious... it's still better than letting these bastards go free.*

I might have a chance to live again, but they wouldn't.
Even if I died here, it wouldn't be such a bad deal if I could reduce their numbers as much as possible.

"Where are all the others?"

"What others? There's only the three of us here, that old man, and that nasty-tempered guy left."

"...So where are they now? Especially that nasty-tempered one."

"How would I know? The old man just told us to come here, so that's where we're going."

"...He probably called them. They'll all be there."

"Really? So we're the last ones?"

"We had a reason to be late, didn't we? The vessel breaking at this time was the problem."

"That's... true. Hmm..."

"...We're here."

Their footsteps stopped, and their bodies, which had been moving diligently until now, froze in place.

Considering they were walking just fine until a moment ago...
This must be where they were supposed to meet.

I'm not sure if it's because it's so dark, but even squinting, I can't see much around me.

But if I open my eyes completely, they might realize I've regained consciousness...

While I was pondering what to do,
I began to feel someone else approaching from the distance with heavy footsteps.

"You're all here."

"Seems like it... Hey, what's that load?"

One deep voice and one somewhat frivolous voice.
I wanted to see their faces, but unfortunately that was impossible.

As I said, most of the surroundings were obscured by darkness. Perhaps I should be grateful I could even hear their voices.

"It's the vessel."

"Who doesn't know that? I'm asking why you brought it here."

"That's what we should be asking. The container broke."

"...What?"

"...That broke? That's impossible..."

Container this, vessel that.
I hate watching them shock themselves with words I can't even understand.

That mindset of not seeing people as people, but only as their tools.

And the fact that their thoughts were directed at me was something I couldn't stand.

Why me? Why did I, who was minding my own business, have to endure this pain because of them?

It was so unfair and infuriating. That's why I never gave up during that long time.

And that remains true even now.

"...That shouldn't break so easily. Are you sure you're not mistaken?"

"All three of us who were there witnessed the same scene. There's absolutely no possibility of a mistake."

"....."

"That's why we came here, thinking you might have done something. But looking at you now, it doesn't seem like you did anything."

"...That's right, I didn't do anything."

"...Then what is it? Why is this happening?"

I still don't quite understand what they're talking about, but I could be certain of one thing.

In their plans, my existence was irreplaceable and extremely important.

Otherwise, these creatures wouldn't need to speak so seriously just because of someone like me.
If I wasn't such an existence, they wouldn't have needed to extend my life through all that time of endurance.

I can now roughly guess what they mean by "Mother." It must be another name for the "sealed god" the goddess mentioned.

And probably, these creatures kept reviving and killing me to use me as a vessel to resurrect that god.

Absolutely... fucking...
They were despicable bastards deserving of ten thousand people's hatred.

"It probably means... the time is very near."

I abandoned any thought of forgiveness long ago.
Now I was hanging on by sheer spite.

With the sole determination to take revenge on these creatures, I repeated the cycle of life and death several times.

And now, the revenge I could take in this situation seemed predetermined.

*...Shattering their plans when they reach their peak.*

Completely and utterly.
To the point where they can never recover.

For beings who have lived incomparably longer than me, there could be no greater revenge.

Really... really.
It won't be much longer now.

"The resurrection of Mother."

*Seeing your fucking ruined faces.*

I smiled, and their voices also resonated with a hint of laughter for a while.

***

"...Hmm, this is troublesome. I asked for cleanup, and they've disappeared."

The Academy... seems to be alright.
But if the students aren't okay, then it can't be called perfect.

When I say Academy, I naturally include all the people of the Academy.

"I suppose I should go look for them."

Unlike others, I have quite a debt to repay to that cadet.

"If I die before repaying my debt, that would be troublesome in its own way."

Blue magic circles once again formed in her hands.
Almost simultaneously, her body was enveloped in blue light for a moment.
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What do people hate the most?
And what do people find most repulsive?

All demons think of this first.

Their hatred for humans is incomparable to anything else.
And simultaneously, they possess a sadistic desire to toy with humans.

To them, humans are merely entertainment.
For them, this is common sense, just the natural order of things.

No, to be precise, humans are more tools than entertainment.

Nothing amuses them more than exploiting human desires. To demons, humans are simply tools and means to enjoy this amusement.

It feels wrong to call them "entertainment"...
After all, you don't call something you can discard when bored "entertainment."

They're more like idle snacks to munch on when bored.

They're far too inadequate to be called entertainment.
After all, there are too many replacements available.

"The last remaining vessel's substitute just died."

"...What?"

Yet, despite this, very occasionally, there exists something they absolutely cannot replace.

Something that takes an extremely long time to create before it can be effective, something that even power beyond demonic common sense cannot control.

In their case right now, that was Jenison's body.
No, to be precise, not just Jenison's body but his mind and flesh itself.

A vessel is ultimately just a container, something that holds something else.

One might think that as long as the body is intact, there would be no problem, but the reality is completely different.

You can't put anything in a cracked container.
Even if you did, it would just leak.

You can't perform a ritual with a leaking container.

Especially since all their ceremonies were meaningful and important, they couldn't afford to fail even once.

"So what do we do now? Is this guy really the only one left?"

"Hmmmm... I thought we should have had at least one backup plan. I never expected things to turn out like this..."

"This ritual is truly our last chance."

"...What about this little family?"

"I do have someone I brought, but he won't work. We can't summon the mother into a body that has already died once."

The sacrifice must absolutely be alive.
Even if they're in a vegetative state.

That was the condition and vessel they wanted this time.

"We absolutely cannot fail this time. If we miss this opportunity, it will be the same later."

"True... no one has endured as well as this one."

"The problem with humans is their weak minds. If they were beasts with strong willpower, we probably would have finished all this cleanly long ago... tsk tsk."

"So what will we do now? Continue to stay here?"

In truth, they had no reason to remain here any longer.

In the past, they might have considered staying in the human world a bit longer. But with the pool of sacrifices narrowed down to just one, there was no reason to stay.

They didn't need to consider other candidates.
They just needed to wait patiently until the time came.

If nothing else, they had plenty of time. Almost an eternity, one could say.

They had no reason to be rushed by time.
Especially when it came to achieving their deepest wish.

Nothing is more foolish than ruining work by being rushed.

They knew this better than anything else.

"What about the others?"

"Others?"

"The magical beasts he controlled. Now that there's no one to command them, they must be running wild."

"...Yes. All of them."

"That's troublesome. Even in this situation, we don't have time to worry about those creatures."

"Well, why not just release them all into the human world and let them do as they please? They're mindless creatures anyway, so it doesn't matter if they die."

"...That might work, but if humans keep chasing us because of that, it becomes annoying. Worms have always squirmed when stepped on."

"Then what should we do? Just leave quietly like we're running away?"

But as mentioned, demons hate humans.
They may use them as momentary tools for amusement, but there's clear hatred embedded within.

Contempt and disdain for beings far inferior to themselves.
And the thrill and pleasure that walks the fine line between those emotions.

All of these were very stimulating entertainment for demons. Seeing humans suffer was their happiness.

"Of course, we can't do that. Absolutely not."

However, that didn't mean their plans would proceed smoothly.

*...I'm awake.*

Jenison, who now seemed to have faded into obscurity.

***

It had been about 30 minutes since the attack on the Academy was roughly concluded.
The personnel recovery was almost complete, and the incident was gradually entering the cleanup phase.

The interior of the Academy, which had been raided several times despite its reputation.
The professors and remaining assistants had long been accustomed to cleaning up after such incidents.

"First, check if there are more injured, then go out to confirm if there are any civilian casualties."

"If you have any injuries, please come this way. Everyone else, please calmly follow the professors' instructions."

"We'll start by tracking the magical beasts. There must be remnants somewhere that haven't attacked yet."

The professors began to move systematically according to their respective fields.

Once might be understandable, but the Academy had been attacked two, three times consecutively.

This fact had a significant impact on the professors themselves.

Until now, a professorship at the Academy had been a highly honorable position.
It was undeniable that they had been receiving benefits from it, knowingly or unknowingly.

And now, their positions were beginning to falter.

Because of the invasion of magical beasts.

The Academy's position had been unshakable.
No, it was more like an iron fortress.

It had been renowned as the empire's prestigious educational institution, and it was true that they had been enjoying benefits by flaunting that status elsewhere.

But what if...
That honor was tarnished?

If the Academy was no longer called a prestigious educational institution, and there was no longer any advantage or benefit to invoking its name.

What would happen to those who had been proudly saying they graduated from the Academy or had been appointed as professors there?

They probably knew deep down.
If there were any more incidents, it would truly become irreparable.

It was no longer just about their honor.
It was equivalent to losing all the benefits they could get as professors of the Academy.

For them, that was not a desirable ending.

Especially now, when they were currently serving as professors at the Academy.

"We must, absolutely must catch those creatures and restore the honor of our Academy. Understand?!"

"But... Professor, I'm not a combat specialist...?"

"Shut up!! These things are overcome with grit and determination!!!"

"Ex...excuse me?"

As the atmosphere was heating up, someone was desperately searching for someone else, detached from this mood.

"...Where on earth has this person gone...?"

The Saintess, Hildegard.
Arguably, the greatest contributor to the current incident.

The fact that almost everyone at the Academy was still alive despite such a major attack was entirely due to her efforts.

A person who could easily heal anyone as long as her holy power followed through.
And that holy power flowed almost infinitely.

That person was none other than the Saintess Hildegard.

Normally, it wouldn't be strange to celebrate and praise her achievements right now, but in the current situation, they couldn't just do that.

First, she herself refused it.
And the current situation was not appropriate for such actions.

Everyone was burning with determination to eradicate the magical beasts, and with so many injured people, it didn't seem right to engage in such celebrations.

At least until this situation was completely resolved, such actions had to be forbidden.

"But really... where is this person...?"

He was at the frontline until just now, so he must be quite injured...

Surprisingly, she was currently looking for a man.

"Where could he be... hm?"
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"Saintess."

"...Who are you?"

"You may call me Lord Siegfried."

"Siegfried..."

"...I've heard before that my name resembles His Majesty's."

"Ah... yes. What... business do you have?"

A man who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere.
Moreover, a man with weapons strapped to his waist.

The Saintess began to slowly back away from this sight that could not possibly be viewed favorably in any way.

Wariness and hesitation around people.
It was both her most important virtue and her greatest shortcoming.

How many times had she suffered recently because of her characteristic tendency to get close to people?

She no longer wanted to see others harmed because of her carelessness.

"My, there seems to be some misunderstanding."

"Mis...understanding?"

"I am a soldier of the Reinhardt family. Currently, I'm with Jenison."

"...Jenison?"

A familiar name.
No, to say it was merely familiar would be an understatement.

That name belonged to the person she had been searching for all this time.

"You're with... that person?"

"Yes."

"How am I supposed to believe..."

"If you look at this, you should at least be able to confirm that I have connections to the Reinhardt family. And you'll also realize I have no reason to lie to you while going to such lengths."

"....."

The scabbard he presented indeed had the Reinhardt family symbol—a lion—clearly engraved on it.

As far as she could remember, the Reinhardt family was the only one that would openly engrave such a symbol on their scabbards...
Unless the person before her had the audacity to impersonate a great family like the Reinhardts, the possibility that this was a fake had significantly decreased.

Well, this alone was still far from enough to lower the Saintess's guard.

Gently gripping the communicator in her pocket, she began to take another step back.

"It doesn't matter if you don't believe me, but could you grant me one request?"

"What...what?"

Honestly, she was very perplexed.
To appear out of nowhere and ask for a favor like this.

Normally, an audience with the Saintess wasn't something easily obtained.
Sometimes people had to wait for weeks, or even months, to have a private meeting with the Saintess.

The man before her now had skipped all those procedures and was asking her to listen to his request first.

To be honest, it didn't appear to be very courteous behavior.
Bluntly speaking, was she supposed to grant a request without knowing who this man was?

Especially when they were already severely short-staffed?

The current situation wasn't favorable for granting someone else's request.
And separately, she didn't like how easily he had come to ask for a favor.

Even if the Pope, who was like a father to her, had ordered it, she would never grant such a rude and procedureless request.

"I'm sorry, but let's pretend I didn't hear what you just said..."

"Jenison specifically asked me to deliver this message..."

"...Let me hear it then. Just listening."

..Maybe it's worth hearing after all?

***

"So, if you do this like this..."

"What about the others? Have they already gone elsewhere on their own..."

*How long are they going to keep having these conversations?*

I had thought that since this was supposedly a gathering of demons, there would be something different, and I'd be able to see things that could never be seen in the human world.

I thought that if I just stayed still, I could obtain information about them as well as other important schedules...

But what is this really?

They're not discussing anything important, just everyone excitedly talking about their own things?

In my life, I've never seen an organization with such poor unity.
Even criminal organizations weren't this disorganized...

How can every single one of them only act individually like this?

At the very least, if they had a plan, shouldn't they be reviewing and preparing for it?

But if they had no plan at all, it wouldn't explain why they brought me here, so I could only feel confused.

Judging by their current appearance, they didn't look like people who were plotting something at all.

Rather, they truly seemed like a disorganized rabble.
It looked like they'd be lucky not to fall apart, let alone achieve unity.

However, what made me hesitant to let my guard down was that among these rowdy, self-centered individuals, there seemed to be one who hadn't stopped thinking.

*He's been sitting like that the whole time... has it been about 10 minutes now?*

To focus solely on thought without moving a muscle for 10 minutes in this noisy environment.

Well, I suppose it's possible...
But it's not as easy as it sounds.

Thinking requires the absence of distracting thoughts.

But in an environment like this, it's too difficult to control those distractions and continue a train of thought.

Humans lose concentration even with the slightest sound...
Let alone in a place where such noise constantly reverberates...

It's impossible. Thoughts couldn't possibly remain connected.

Demons might have different brain structures than humans, but the way of thinking is generally the same for all.

In other words, there's no difference.
Between humans and demons, at least in how they think.

*But... what has he been thinking about for so long?*

I'm curious, but I have no way of finding out, which is truly frustrating.

Right now, I'm officially unconscious.
I can't just walk around shamelessly collecting information.

Moreover, to avoid being caught pretending to be unconscious, I've been swallowing alchemically created medicine to forcibly drain my strength...

Even if I wanted to get up right now, I probably couldn't move as I wished.
It's already hard to get up immediately after waking up anyway.

In any case, the real problem was that I didn't have many options in the current situation.

There was nothing else I could do but stay still...

*In this situation, what I can do is...*

At a glance, there wasn't much...
But that didn't mean there was nothing at all.

At least, judging by the fact that I no longer sensed the presence of those who were by my side until just now, it seemed I could move to some extent.

Fingertips, and toes.
If I do it right, I could even move my wrists and eyelids.

This was the best I could do without being detected in my current situation, but even this much was a blessing given my circumstances.

If nothing else, wrists and eyelids.
For me, who couldn't even open my eyes properly while pretending to be unconscious, this was the best gift I could ask for.

*I think I can still make a knife... but if I make it too small, I won't be able to kill with it...*

For now, staying still is the best course of action.
It didn't take long for that thought to cross my mind.

I couldn't fully grasp the situation from what I'd seen through squinted eyes.

At the very least, I needed to clearly understand what this situation was and why it was happening before I could move.

"By the way, aren't we getting more members?"

"...What nonsense are you talking now?"

"Well, we're down two positions. Shouldn't we at least fill those spots?"

*...Positions?*

A somewhat frivolous voice.
And a rather dignified voice followed, starting a conversation.

Two vacant positions probably meant there were openings.
The elements that had just come to my mind seemed to match the current situation perfectly.

*They must be talking about those guys... probably. I killed two of them after all.*

"...Filling positions is solely the authority of Mother. Since Mother is not in this world, those positions will not be filled again."

The "Mother" they refer to here is probably their deity.
This too was something I had heard about before.

After all, the reason I came here was to help resurrect their Mother.

In many ways, she was an enemy I wanted to tear apart...something like that.

*I haven't properly met her yet, so I don't even know what she looks like...*

But I was confident I wouldn't hesitate to kill her.
Though I'm not even sure if I can kill a deity in the first place.

"Who cares? We can just pick two random people from the rabble and fill the spots."

"...Why are you so eager to fill those positions?"

"Hmm...symbolism?"

"...Just nonsense after all. What a waste of time."

"No...we're lacking power right now. For the ritual, aren't we?"

"....."

"So since it's come to this, why not accept new members to supplement that lacking power..."

"If it's about that, I've already prepared a solution, so don't worry."

"...Solution?"

"Yes."

"...What is it?"

Ding-!

*....?*

Suddenly, a blue window appeared before my eyes.
Status window...? Why suddenly? I can't even see anything right now...

≪Entity 'Ibedia' expresses intense anger at seeing the heart of one of her kind.≫

*...What?*

"A dragon's heart should make an excellent medium."
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Do not provoke the wrath of dragons.
This is a story passed down since ancient times.

Since their numbers are far fewer than humans, they tend to value their own kind tremendously.

Most dragons place great importance on bloodlines.
For them, the number of their kind is inevitably a sensitive matter.

≪Entity 'Ibedia' pours out intense anger toward the targets before her.≫
≪'Ibedia's' anger briefly dwells within the user's body and manifests itself.≫

And that remained true even for a dragon known for being at odds with its own kind.

As long as it didn't harm them personally.
And as long as they wouldn't be involved in troublesome matters afterward.

Even a dragon with the title of Demon Dragon would naturally choose to protect their own kind—that was common sense.

*What... is... this?*

Killing intent and rage beyond my control.
Though not my own emotions, they began to swirl continuously in my chest.

And simultaneously, the surrounding space began to vibrate with all its might.

The rumbling sound—drrrr...drrrrrrr—seemed comparable to a significant earthquake.

I can guess why this suddenly happened.
It must be related to those strange messages that just appeared.

Ibedia, who had been sleeping inside me for so long that I'd momentarily forgotten about her.
I knew she was a dragon, but I never imagined she could exert such powerful force.

After all, as I said, she's essentially asleep inside my body.

I never imagined that a being without form or physical body could possess such power.
That she could have such an influence on me, a perfectly living being.

Moreover, if just one burst of anger could cause such massive vibrations...

What kind of influence might she have later?
I couldn't possibly imagine.

*Even in death, she has this much influence... I guess a dragon is still a dragon, even when rotten...*

≪Entity 'Ibedia' rages once more, demanding not to be called rotten.≫

"....."

My body involuntarily flinched.
What? The dragon gets this furiously angry over that one comment?

I'm worried this place might collapse first at this rate.
Unless there's some magical device in place, but that doesn't seem to be the case...

As I kept my eyes closed while sweating profusely, I heard voices from those who seemed to have noticed something strange and gone into full alert.

Their voices were stiff and slightly trembling, suggesting they were somewhat tense...

Could all of them really be this nervous just from that one incident?

All because of a single dragon that doesn't even exist in this world anymore?

*Perhaps I've gained another useful card.*

"...What is this?"

"...What's going on? Have all the magical beasts gone mad at once? Why is there vibration..."

"....It's shaking."

Different reactions in their voices.
But surprisingly, they were all equally more tense than usual.

All because of a single dragon's anger.

"...That dragon heart, it's the real thing, right?"

"Are you doubting me now?"

"No, but the timing is too coincidental. As soon as you took it out, this place started shaking..."

"...At the very least, it's not fake or illusory. I extracted it myself from the body of the one I hunted."

"Really? Well then, I guess it doesn't matt—whoa!"

Boooooom—!!
Once again, a thunderous sound spread out from around me.

*Wait, again?*

The first time was tolerable, but if it happens a second time in succession like this...

Won't I become highly suspicious?

This time, the vibration clearly spread out with me at its center.
If even I noticed it with my relatively dull senses, there's no way they wouldn't have...

"...Hmm?"

"....."

As soon as I slightly opened my eyes, an unfamiliar face appeared right in front of me.

A woman with black hair and black eyes I'd never seen before.
Somehow, her face reminded me of my own.

Though she looked quite young based on her appearance, I couldn't properly judge her age since I closed my eyes again so quickly.

It's fortunate I hurried to close them again.
I almost revealed that I was awake.

Or have I already been discovered?
Seeing her tilting her head repeatedly, it doesn't seem so.

If I had been discovered, they would have taken some action against me immediately.

They wouldn't just stand by doing nothing after seeing someone they went to such lengths to capture was fully conscious with all limbs intact.

At the very least, they would have alerted the others that I was awake.
The fact that they didn't means they still don't know I've regained consciousness.

If I just stay still, very still, surely they'll move on...?

"...Is this one awake?"

"...?"

"What?"

"No... it's just, something about this one feels like they're awake?"

"....."

"Am I wrong? Is it just my imagination?"

"It must be your imagination. Normally, it would be impossible for consciousness to return by now—regaining awareness here is impossible."

"...Is that so?"

*....Phew.*

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief internally.

I shouldn't let my guard down in this situation...
But somehow, my tension seemed to naturally dissipate.

"That's enough of that. Let's finish checking on the magical beasts. This one won't wake up for a while anyway, so there's no point in watching over them."

"The magical beasts? What's there to check? Just feed them and clean up their waste, that's all they need."

"...They seem quite agitated because of that vibration earlier. If we don't go quickly and throw them some food, something might happen."

"...Really? How does the old man know that?"

"There are things you don't know. So, are you coming or not? If you want, you can just stay here—I don't mind."

"...Might as well go. There's nothing interesting here anyway."

"...I'm, yaaawn..."

"You go to sleep too. I have things to do right now anyway. Let's all disperse for now."

"Mmm..."

"Disperse. Everyone go do whatever you need to do."

***

Meanwhile, at that very moment.
At the exact time when all the people around had gone to sleep.

While the Academy's repairs were almost complete, some of the remaining professors were in confusion.

For them, the current situation was clearly a state of emergency and crisis.
A major situation requiring a complete overhaul of the Academy's security and maintenance.

However, despite this, they couldn't proceed.

All of this ultimately depended on the Academy's director.
Everything required her judgment and decision.

Though they didn't know where she had gone, there weren't many ways to find her after she had disappeared.

If she set her mind to it, she could go anywhere in the empire.
In fact, she could go anywhere in the world if she wanted to.

"So when exactly is the Director planning to return? Does anyone here know?"

"...We don't know. All we saw was the Director disappearing entirely along with the magical beasts..."

"....Sigh, what about the tracking coordinates from the magic circle? By now, calculations should have been completed, right?"

"Other than it being a barren land far away... nothing came up. The exact location, of course..."

"You can't determine it. Is that what you're saying?"

"...Yes, regrettably."

"Sigh... there's no choice. Other methods... for now, we just have to keep looking."

As they say, all Academy policies go through the Director's hands.
Without her approval and permission, the professors had no authority to proceed with work.

No one wanted to lose their good position as an Academy professor by proceeding with work arbitrarily.

While building repairs and maintenance were within their authority, anything beyond that would be overstepping.

They couldn't possibly handle Academy defense measures with just the professors' authority.

For them, staying put was the best option for now.

"Sigh... where on earth is the Director right now..."

***

"Hmm... this seems to be the place."

Whistling sand winds.
A barren wasteland with nothing.

And a woman gently stepping onto that land.

Above her palm floated a blue arrow, seemingly pointing to someone's location.

"...Seeing that there's nothing around, could they be in another dimension?"

Interfering with other dimensions is a bit difficult...
Speaking to herself in a tone that didn't sound difficult at all, she extended her palm forward.

"Finding one student seems like it will be quite an arduous journey."

Boooooom—!!
With a tremendous sound, the space in front of her began to crack open with a tearing noise.

The Academy Director, whom the professors were so desperately seeking.

Right now, in this wasteland, she was spontaneously opening a new portal.
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"I think this should be enough... Let's see..."

She created a large hole in space and stretched her hand forward to gauge its size.

She didn't know exactly where this hole led to.
Nor was there any way to know what awaited at the other end.

All she could do was prepare for every possible scenario she could imagine.

*If I make a mistake, my body could be torn to pieces, but judging by the quality of the magic, that possibility seems unlikely.*

For a spell cast with such vague intentions, it showed remarkable completion.
She hadn't expected such excellent results from the beginning anyway.

*Student Jenison must... surely be on the other side.*

The question was, how did he end up in such a place?

Someone who had been at the Academy until just moments ago.
A student who didn't even possess enough magical knowledge to use teleportation magic.

How on earth did he manage to travel such a vast distance in one go—a distance that required tearing through space to reach?

*The possibility that he employed another mage is... almost nonexistent.*

Regardless of anything else, people capable of teleporting such great distances were exceedingly rare.

Even she, who was saying this, had never teleported such a distance before, and there probably wasn't anyone in the Empire who could.

Teleportation magic wasn't omnipotent.
The farther the distance, the more mana it consumed—making it almost useless.

While its versatility might surpass any other magic, this very limitation was why it couldn't be used frequently or extensively.

Yes, that was certainly the nature of such magic...

*Then how did Student Jenison end up so far away?*

Could he be up to something strange again?

It wasn't an unreasonable hypothesis.
Unlike before, his recent behavior had been truly eccentric, to put it mildly.

But even so, the problem was that she couldn't think of any method that made sense.

He wasn't a mage.
Though he had magical knowledge, it was insufficient to call him a mage.

Even using artifacts or magical tools, traveling such a distance would be impossible. Especially in such a short time.

No matter how eccentric he might be, he couldn't have simply walked that distance... he must have used some method.

The problem was that she had no idea what that method could be.

She needed some clue to follow...
Surprisingly, he had vanished without being noticed by anyone.

*It seems no one at the Academy knows his whereabouts.*

If he had left by normal means, someone would surely have noticed him, so it was clear he had used some means to slip out of the Academy undetected.

But what method did he use?

"...Perhaps he was simply taken?"

Thinking simply, that possibility couldn't be ignored, but...

Well?

Could there really be someone capable of that?

To be honest, his skills had long surpassed the student level.

By now... he could probably handle an entire knight order without breaking a sweat.
Otherwise, he couldn't have survived after causing such a commotion in the Forest of the Elves.

Even if a knight commander and their entire order attacked together, they probably wouldn't be a match for him.

Most mages, too, would be unable to even restrain his movements unless they went all out.

And someone kidnapped such a person without anyone noticing?

*There are people capable of such things... but not many.*

Then what remained was...?

*Could it be their doing?*

Demons.
Non-human beings.

If it were them, such things might well be possible.

Just moments ago, she had witnessed with her own eyes the control of magical beasts—something she had considered absolutely impossible.

For them, teleporting a single human at will might not be so difficult.

*But the question is... why did they take Student Jenison of all people?*

Why?
Why did she have this sense of déjà vu?

From before, it seemed like he was unusually entangled with demons.

Like in the Forest of the Elves, and the day the church headquarters was attacked. Coincidentally, he had been out on leave...

The situations were aligning in a strange way.
Too much to dismiss as mere coincidence.

*Even this time, as soon as he left the Academy's barrier... that demon appeared.*

There was no particular reason for it to show up then.
Unless it was trying to protect him... there was no reason for it to appear in that situation.

*Then, perhaps...*

Are the demons trying to capture Jenison alive?

Why?
What do they want to use him for?

Maybe for an entire country, but he's just one human.

For demons who toy with people's hearts, he wouldn't be such an appealing target.

Not someone they could sell to others.
Just a black-haired boy who had already grown up.

But... what do they want to use such a boy for, that demons—who are so difficult to encounter even once in a lifetime—keep getting involved with him?

*Does he have something I don't know about?*

In the current situation, there was no way to confirm the truth.

No way to check directly with the person himself.
And searching for his whereabouts in this state wouldn't yield any other methods.

At least in the current situation, the only option left was to enter the space before her.

*Staying here like this is just wasting time... I should just go in first....*

Woooong—

*....?*

Her pocket vibrated.
It was the sound of the crystal ball she always carried with her.

*...The Academy?*

"Received. Who is this?"

"D-Director!! Is that you, Director?!"

*...How noisy.*

She quickly covered her ears at the voice, which was almost as loud as a child's crying.

So noisy I could die...
By now, the situation should have been completely resolved.

This wasn't just idle talk.
She could say this because she had already observed the scene with magic.

After the battle ended, she had already used magic to check on the current situation at the Academy.

Otherwise, she wouldn't have gone looking for a single student like this.

What mattered most to her was:
The safety and honor of the Academy.

Even if there was one special student, that came after all the Academy's issues were resolved.

With her ears still covered, she listened to the conversation coming from the crystal ball.

"What's the matter? I'm already in a difficult situation, so I'd appreciate if you didn't shout like that."

"Huh... huff!! Are you... are you still fighting the magical beasts?!"

"No, that's not the case. The magical beasts have already been completely eliminated. Right now, I'm just spending time looking for a student."

"A... student? Who, who else is missing?"

"...It's a bit complicated to explain, so please just tell me why you contacted me through the emergency crystal ball."

When she last checked, things didn't seem like they would become such a big issue.

As she held back a bit, an urgent voice rang out from the crystal ball again.

"W-well, the Saintess insists that she must speak with you somehow..."

"....The Saintess wants to speak with me?"

A question mark popped up above her head.
Of all people, it had to be someone she had never properly conversed with before.

It wasn't exactly awkward, but it still felt somewhat unexpected.

"..If it's not urgent, wouldn't it be more convenient for both of us to schedule a separate meeting later?"

"I-I suggested that too, but she says she has something to discuss with you right now..."

"....I understand, please connect us."

Let's hear what she has to say.
With that mindset, she accepted the proposal, and soon a crackling sound came from the crystal ball.

This crackling sound was a signal that the call authority was being transferred to someone else.

"...Director?"

"Hello, Saintess."

After a short while, the man's voice from earlier disappeared from the crystal ball, replaced by a woman's voice.

A beautiful voice she had heard recently.
A very sacred voice that made one feel holy just by listening to it.

"What's the matter? Has something happened at the Academy?"

"No... no."

"Then...? The reason you insisted on contacting me so suddenly..."

"I... I have a favor to ask of you, Director!!"

"....A favor?"

In a situation like this?

She didn't say the latter part out loud.
No matter what, the Saintess was still the Saintess, and being rude here could lead to unpredictable consequences later.

Of course, she herself was confident she could withstand any pressure or disregard, but as the one responsible for the Academy, she had to be somewhat cautious.

"...I don't know what kind of favor would make you speak in such a situation, but for now..."

"Jenison...!!"

"....?"

"It's about him."

"....."

Let me hear a bit more.
Her interest was beginning to surge.
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After a series of events that left the Academy half-destroyed, the atmosphere in the Royal Palace of the Empire was on the verge of descending into chaos.

No, to be precise... it wasn't just the Royal Palace.

Monsters had invaded.
And boldly, in broad daylight.

Even though there were hardly any casualties, the Empire's supposedly impenetrable defenses had been breached in an instant. And in such a short time.

That fact was more than enough to instill a sense of vigilance in the minds of people who had grown complacent in peace and had almost completely lost their sense of crisis.

This applied to both ordinary commoners and the Empire's nobles.

"This is a clear declaration of war!! How dare they cross the Empire's borders and make people tremble in fear!!"

"I agree with that opinion, but... who on earth, what kind of being would dare to control monsters? And all of them mid-rank monsters or higher."

"Wouldn't it be reasonable to view this as just a supernatural phenomenon? Or perhaps it was an accident that occurred during some experiment at the Academy..."

"What kind of experiment would make mid-rank monsters—that weren't even visible nearby—rush in so recklessly, regardless of whether they got hurt? This is clearly someone's attack...!!"

Their debate showed no signs of ending.
Despite being a sudden discussion caused by an unprecedented situation, their mouths simply wouldn't stop.

It's natural for those with more to lose to be more cautious.

They had far too much to dismiss the monster invasion as mere coincidence.

Perhaps day laborers who lived hand to mouth might not understand.
But these nobles' wealth was so vast it couldn't be moved completely even if they worked day and night...

For those who couldn't imagine going out into the streets with nothing, they had no choice but to take the current situation extremely seriously.

The possibility of ending up in the same position as the commoners they had ignored all their lives was too grave a matter for nobles.

While they might overlook other things, their lofty pride absolutely would not permit that.

If someone asked whether that was more valuable than life itself, I'm not sure...
But there probably are people who think that way. Among those with tremendous pride, there are many peculiar individuals.

At the very least, judging by the fact that not a single person was suggesting they should flee immediately, it seemed certain that hardly anyone truly understood the gravity of the situation.

"Mid-rank monsters... would have been impossible for the guards to stop from the beginning, but even considering that, the outer wall seems to have been breached too quickly."

"About that... I've heard that one of the soldiers thought the report about monsters swarming in was just a prank and didn't report it..."

"Does that even make sense?! If they're receiving wages from the country, they should do their job properly!!"

"The same goes for the guards. No matter how outnumbered they were, they didn't even make a pretense of resistance, did they? I heard there were almost no deaths or injuries..."

Blame-shifting is always convenient.
In the end, rather than thinking more deeply about this troublesome situation, they chose to shift responsibility to others.

This is all your fault.
This mess happened because you didn't do your job properly.

And that implied: if you just do your job right, something like this won't happen again. So we can rest easy.

Rather than considering other countermeasures in this situation, it was easier and better for them to think this way.

After all, there was no guarantee that monsters would invade again.
In a situation like this, doing something unusual might only increase confusion, and so on.

There were too many excuses for shifting blame to others, and they were desperate to avoid responsibility. Naturally, no proper solution would emerge.

In the end, their conclusion was not about preparing countermeasures for the current situation, but about maintaining the current system itself.

"Won't His Majesty take care of most measures anyway? There's no need for us to step in and prepare..."

"That's right. There's no need to spend our money..."

"Acting rashly in the current situation might actually be harmful. For now, at least until the situation completely calms down, it's better to just stay put..."

Perhaps this is their limit.
Just sitting quietly, hoping someone else will solve the problem.

There were far more people in this world than one might think who believed their job and duty was simply to sit in place like an old peddler.

People without a sense of the problem, unable to come up with proper solutions—such incompetent individuals.

Unfortunately, it was an undeniable fact that most of the current Empire's leadership consisted of such people.

"U-urgent news, Count...!!"

"...Hmm? What's so urgent that you're rushing in like..."

"A-an official letter from the Order!! An official letter saying they're going to requisition the family's private soldiers right now...!"

"...What?"

Sometimes... though very rarely.
There are times when children make better choices than adults.

***

While the Academy was in the midst of reconstruction work, there were positions that had become somewhat awkward through no fault of their own.

Namely, the Magic Tower mages who had come to provide support.

The Order's knights and priests were treating the injured.
The Academy's professors had long since taken the lead in the reconstruction work.

In this chaos, what could the Magic Tower mages do?

At the very least, it was clear that their position wasn't as significant as others.

If nothing else, specialized magic wasn't particularly needed in the current situation.
With most matters already being handled by the Academy's professors, they found themselves unable to find a proper place to step in, stuck in limbo.

"...What should we do now?"

At one mage's words, everyone began to look around awkwardly.

This was a transaction from the beginning.
A kind of contractual relationship where they would provide support, and in return, the Academy would provide something to the Magic Tower.

In such a situation, they couldn't possibly just return to the Magic Tower without properly receiving what they were owed. Moreover, there were quite a few injured colleagues...

They had no choice but to hesitate.
Either stay here and find something to do, or return to the Magic Tower, leaving their injured colleagues behind.

Both choices had clear pros and cons.

And leaving some people behind while others returned wasn't feasible either... not only would it be difficult to care for the injured, but there weren't many people present who could negotiate with the Academy...

They had no choice but to pick one of the two options.

"Senior, couldn't you handle the negotiations with the Academy? We could..."

"Don't be ridiculous. Even though I belong to the Tower Master's laboratory, I don't have that kind of authority."

"....."

"That level of authority is only held by the Tower Master's direct disciples. It's not something a mere research team staff member like me can have."

"I... I see."

"Normally... the Elder would have to step in, but right now, the Elder..."

"Was attacked by monsters and hasn't regained consciousness yet..."

"Sigh... so in the current situation, there's nothing we can really do..."

The male mage's words suddenly stopped.
Or rather, his expression froze unnaturally.

As if... he had thought of an excellent solution, causing the corners of his mouth to momentarily stiffen.

"...Senior? What's wrong?"

"...Come to think of it, doesn't the Magic Tower have one?"

"What do you mean?"

"No... you know, a mage who's an Academy student but practically belongs to the Magic Tower..."

"...Oh come on, Senior, stop joking."

How could such a person exist?
The junior mage blurted out that he should stop joking.

It wasn't that he was dismissing the skills of an unknown mage.
Nor was it impossible for an Academy student to be affiliated with the Magic Tower.

The reason he thought it impossible was that balancing the work of both the Academy and the Magic Tower was nearly impossible.

One was the Empire's finest educational institution.
The other was the Empire's top magical research facility.

Those who knew would understand how absurd it would be to balance both studies and work at these two places.

At the very least, it would be almost impossible for someone who hadn't been doing such intensive classes and work simultaneously for a long time...

"No, there is one."

Someone who had been researching magic for a long time.
Someone who attended the Academy while being the disciple of a person with skills similar to the Tower Master.

"...Does anyone here know how to contact Lady Isabella?"

"".....""

Of course, no one raised their hand, so he ultimately had to bite the bullet and take on the task himself.
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When people think of the Empire's military might, they naturally think of the Imperial Knights.

The reason is simple. Among all the knightly orders in the Empire, they are considered the strongest.

While only a limited number of individuals come to mind when considering personal strength, when thinking about power dedicated solely to the Empire, one can't help but think of the Imperial Knights.

However, despite this, some people offer completely different opinions.

Instead of the Imperial Knights, they name other noble houses as candidates.

With so many noble families, naturally many names are mentioned in conversations.

House Reinhardt, House Iris, House Redwill, and so on. The list of houses mentioned is almost endless.

And among them, certain houses are always mentioned without fail.

For example... yes. House Charlotte.

"...Would you mind repeating that? No... I think my ears must be failing me, because I keep hearing strange things..."

"You heard correctly, Lord."

"...Still, tell me once more. What?"

"The Church has sent an official letter demanding conscription of private soldiers from each noble house."

"...The Church?"

Conscripting private soldiers meant diminishing a house's power. Considering both size and influence, the houses that would suffer the most damage from such conscription were the Four Great Houses, including House Charlotte.

*At least the other three are in much better shape than us. We are...*

One house operated a merchant guild, so they didn't have many people fully belonging to the family, let alone private soldiers. Another house had most of its members affiliated with the Magic Tower.

They simply didn't have many talents who could be conscripted as private soldiers. After all, private soldiers were both members of the house and treated as property of the house.

If any house would be significantly affected, it would be House Reinhardt...
But as everyone knew, they were already weathering storms from all directions...

It was obvious that any soldiers they sent wouldn't be of good quality.
Which meant they could deliberately select such men without getting caught.

"...Is the Church planning to diminish our house's power?"

"If I may be so bold as to offer my opinion, I don't think that's the case."

"On what grounds?"

"...I've received news that the Saintess was present during the recent attack on the Academy."

"...The Saintess? That child?"

Although he didn't want to be deeply involved in Church affairs, the title of Saintess was certainly one that remained in his memory.

No, it wasn't even that distant a memory.
The most recent time he'd seen the Saintess was just a few months ago.

That was recent enough that, while they weren't close, he could still remember her face clearly.

Especially since she was famous for being the youngest Saintess in the Empire's history.

"But what does that have to do with anything?"

However, even if the Academy was attacked and the Saintess herself was present, it didn't justify such a sudden demand.

Traditionally, only the Imperial Family could force demands on noble houses.
Throughout history, the Church had never circulated such official demands throughout the Empire, not even once.

Especially something like directly conscripting private soldiers...

"Are those religious fanatics trying to rebel against the Empire?"

It was one of those actions that should never be taken, as it could be seen as a move to rebel against the Empire.

Gathering private soldiers meant concentrating military power in one place.
No matter how strong the current Empire was, it seemed unlikely they would simply overlook such a dangerous act.

If nothing else, it was a situation that could threaten the current royal authority, and they wouldn't just sit back and watch.

"Those religious nuts must have finally lost their minds... tsk tsk."

Whatever their purpose, people wouldn't join them.

Not unless they'd left their senses somewhere.
Or had a screw loose in their heads.

No sensible house would join in when they might be falsely accused of treason.

Treason was no small crime.
It was a crime punishable by dismemberment or being torn apart.

What parent would want to see their children's limbs devoured by rats...

"About that, Lord."

"...?"

"It seems quite a few houses have already agreed to the Church's demand."

"...What?"

This was completely unexpected.
How could they all have holes in their heads?

There wasn't a single noble house that didn't know what punishment treason carried.

Committing treason meant shaking the very foundation of the Empire.
Naturally, it carried the heaviest punishment, a crime beyond even the most serious offenses.

"And they all agreed to this? Who?"

"Well, first and foremost, House Reinhardt..."

"...House Reinhardt?"

Why would that house, now headed by a mere child...
At that moment, a possibility flashed through his mind.

"...That boy, was he also present during the Academy attack?"

"Do you mean Young Lord Jenison?"

"Yes."

"From what I've heard, he was there, but his current whereabouts are unknown."

"...I see. Then I somewhat understand that child's purpose."

She must be doing this to help her brother.
If nothing else, she cares for her brother more than anyone.

"So, House Reinhardt has its reasons... but what about the other houses? Are you saying they're following this absurd demand in their right minds?"

"...Yes, it seems so."

"Why? What possible benefit could they gain from such an act..."

"Perhaps they aim to build connections with the Church."

Building connections with the Church meant having access to numerous priests under its authority.

They wouldn't need to worry about minor ailments or various other diseases.

With just one call, priests would flock to them.
There would be no room for diseases to take hold.

Preventing epidemics and other illnesses from spreading in their territories brought considerable benefits to lords.

They wouldn't need to worry about crops becoming diseased.
Many people would praise a lord who had connections with the Church.

Moreover, since it wasn't yet confirmed that the Church was planning rebellion, it was a gamble that other nobles might consider worth taking.

"...For just that, they're willing to risk being implicated in treason?"

Nevertheless, he couldn't understand it.
More precisely, he couldn't understand it because he was the head of House Charlotte.

The wealth and prestige of House Charlotte were already sufficient to summon not only priests of the Church but also bishop-level figures.

There was no reason to be tempted by such things now.
As always, those who have cannot understand the position of those who have not.

"...Sigh, alright. I understand. The world is truly full of people with holes in their heads."

"...Lord, what should we..."

"What should we do? Refuse, of course. Have you forgotten what relationship our house has with the Imperial Family?"

"...I apologize."

"It's fine. I'll write the letter to the Church myself."

"...Sir."

"What now?"

"I should have mentioned this earlier... but the young lady has already left the mansion with several hounds."

"...What?"

His expression, which had remained impassive throughout, finally froze.

Hounds, young lady, left the mansion.
Given their previous conversation, what these three phrases meant was painfully obvious.

"...Just to be sure, her destination is...?"

"The Academy."

"..."

It seems the time has come to severely discipline my daughter soon...

Even as he sighed deeply, his mind was filled with thoughts of his daughter who had just left the family mansion.

***

"S-Saintess, may I ask where you're going...!"

"Sir Siegfried, was it? For now, please just follow my instructions. At the very least, it won't harm Sir Siegfried."

"B-but, is it really alright for you to be out like this? You should have escorts..."

"No, Sir Siegfried will be my escort, so I don't need anyone else. Right now, minimizing our numbers is most important."

"...Where exactly are we going?"

"Aren't you curious about where Young Lord Jenison went?"

The man who had been quietly following the small girl suddenly froze in place.
The armor he wore rattled, producing a cold metallic sound.

"...Saintess, are you saying you know where he went?"

"Yes, so for now, if you would just quietly follow me..."

"...!"

At that moment, the path before them split in two.
This is not a figure of speech—it was literally happening before their eyes.

As far as she knew, only one person in the entire Empire could do something like this.

"It's been a while, Saintess."

"...Hello, Director."

It was the Director of the Academy.
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"...Chairman, could it be the Academy's..?"

"Who are you? Are you the Saintess's guard?"

"Hmm..."

The man's aggressive stance relaxed, though he still gripped his sword as if ready to strike at any moment.

Someone had appeared looking ready to attack at any second.
And that someone turned out to be the Academy's chairman.

Considering the facts, this was essentially equivalent to a commoner pointing a sword at a noble. Despite not having caused any harm yet, he couldn't help but feel intimidated.

Even though he was a soldier of the Reinhardt family.
A mere single soldier wouldn't dare stand against the Academy's chairman.

Which meant that ultimately, he would have to take responsibility for almost everything happening here right now.

*I must bow... I must bow no matter what!*

His head began to lower automatically.
Without anyone telling him to, immediately and of his own accord.

Considering his usual pride as a knight, this was a rare sight that would be hard to witness even if you paid for it.

The problem was... despite his behavior, the chairman's gaze had never once turned toward him.

Her eyes had been fixed on the young woman before her for quite some time.

"Hello, Chairman."

"...It seems you're planning something interesting, which is why I rushed here... I'll ask you directly."

Why, for what reason.
Are you taking such drastic measures as mobilizing soldiers?

"I don't think the Church would do something this insane, so in my opinion, it must be you, Saintess, who planned this, isn't that right?"

"..."

"Moreover, I hear that the forces you've gathered are now heading toward the Academy..."

The chairman's eyes narrowed.
It was clearly not the look one gives a student, but rather the gaze reserved for something hostile.

"If you're trying to frame our Academy for treason... I won't stand idly by... but."

"...I."

"I know the Saintess isn't the kind of person who would do such things, so I feel I must hear your reasons."

What is it?
The reason for doing such things, even using your position as Saintess.

No matter how she thought about it, the chairman couldn't see any reason for her to do this.

What sudden matter required her to send official documents to gather soldiers?
Even if it was because of the attack on the Academy, it seemed somewhat late to be gathering soldiers now.

What was the point of gathering all these people now when the incident was already over?

What she was doing was clearly overstepping her authority.
Regardless of her position as the Church's Saintess, it was something no citizen of the Empire should do.

Perhaps, though she hated to think it, if she had some other scheme...

"I have no choice but to stop you, Saintess."

The chairman would block her path.
No one present was foolish enough not to understand what that meant.

Naturally, there were very few people in the Empire who could successfully execute their plans while having one of the few great mages as their enemy.

As the chairman continued speaking, it was inevitable that the Saintess's eyes would occasionally waver.

"...I'm not trying to harm the Empire."

"How can I believe that? Can you prove it?"

"..."

"You can't even provide evidence right now, so I don't understand why I should trust you."

"...If I tell you my purpose, will you believe me?"

"I think you should state your purpose first."

"..."

That was the moment.
The Saintess, who had kept her lips tightly sealed like an iron fortress, slowly began to part them.

Whether she thought she could no longer hide her purpose, or it was simply a change of heart, was unclear. But one thing was certain: what she was about to say was her true objective.

"A per..."

"...Per?"

"...A person has gone missing, and I think... that..."

"...?"

"They might have been... kidnapped..."

"...Kidnapped, you say?"

For some reason, she had the feeling that the person she was looking for and the one the Saintess sought might be the same... but that was probably just her imagination.

***

Time continues to flow.
Even if I'm standing still right now.

Today I learned for the first time that sleeping too much can cause headaches and lower your condition.

Until now, I've only lived a life where I craved sleep...
I never imagined I would miss feeling drowsy.

But I can't just not sleep, because there's nothing else I can do right now.

To the outside world, I'm still unconscious.
With so many eyes watching, I can't freely open and close my eyes.

In this situation, what else can I do besides sleep?

At least in my mind, nothing else comes to mind.

*I might be able to open my eyes very occasionally, but...*

If I moved any more than that, I'd obviously be caught.
Even being generous, all I could do in this situation was blink my eyelids.

In such circumstances, I naturally kept falling asleep and waking up.

Sleep comes unexpectedly even when you're still, so in a quiet place like this where almost no sounds reach me, everyone can imagine what it feels like without me having to explain.

Moreover, the surroundings are perfectly dark, ideal for sleeping.
In this situation... it would be strange if sleep didn't come...

Even now, I'm in considerable pain trying to fight off the drowsiness that keeps washing over me.

Already, there's something... something that feels strange here.
Even with all the patience I've cultivated over time, it was extremely difficult to resist the oncoming sleepiness.

*How long have I been like this?*

What's happening outside?
What are those guys planning now?
Where exactly am I?

As I struggled to stay awake, all kinds of thoughts began flooding my mind.

Before long, those many thoughts spread into distractions.

Why do I have to be here?
And why am I so powerless despite being captured?

Ah, is it because I'm powerless that I was captured in the first place?
Then... what can I actually do?

Several thoughts continued to dominate my mind, and almost simultaneously, ridiculously enough, what began to fill my head afterward was nothingness.

Complete emptiness.
A state where I was literally doing and thinking nothing.

I don't know when it became like this. It feels like it's been too long.

I don't know how time is passing.
I don't know what those guys outside are planning to do with my body.

One hour? Two hours? No, maybe five hours have passed.

Perhaps it's really been less than thirty minutes, but my perception of time has already become so distant it's barely visible.

Humans are creatures made to be unable to adapt to darkness.
And simultaneously, creatures made to be unable to keep looking at the same thing.

It might be possible with superhuman mental strength, but unfortunately, my mental strength didn't fall into the category of what people commonly call superhuman.

The mental strength of a mere human, easily disturbed by small things, was too overwhelmed to handle all this darkness, silence, and idleness.

*I never knew being unable to move my body freely could be this painful...*

It would have been better if I had been restrained by others.
Trying to suppress my own movements was causing me immense stress.

*It can't be helped if I don't want to be discovered, but how long do I have to stay like this?*

If only I could know exactly what they're planning to do with me.
If I could just know the details of that process... is there no way?

Where this place is isn't such important information anymore.
What's important is that these people have something significant planned that made them suddenly appear and bring me here.

I think I heard something about performing a ritual, but since I don't know exactly what this ritual entails, this process is more important than anything else.

*If I'm going to interfere anyway... I was planning to ruin everything when it matters most, when this ritual reaches its peak...*

But with things like this, how am I supposed to escape from here?
I can't see anything, and I don't even know who's around me right now.

From keeping my eyes closed for so long, my eyelids are starting to twitch.

If there was just something that could distract their attention for a moment. Just enough time to change my position...

BOOM!!!

"What... what's that? Old man, why is this happening suddenly?"

"...Ah, it seems the test subjects are causing a commotion."

"What are they doing to make the ground shake? Isn't that dangerous?"

...I hadn't hoped for things to progress this dramatically.

It seems that opportunity might come soon.
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Test Subject.

From the name alone, it sounds like something with a grand purpose, but the "test subjects" they spoke of had a slightly different use.

For them, a test subject was literally just that—an object of experimentation.
It was a term referring to living beings used solely for experiments, without any other excuse.

If I had to put it another way... it was just a hobby.

Cutting, creating, displaying.
We don't call something an "experiment" when the sole purpose is just to put it on display.

Their purpose wasn't some grand dream with a noble cause.

It was literally just a form of entertainment.
Nothing more than entertainment meant to be shown off to others.

You could even call it a display of vanity, if you wanted to be generous.

Considering that almost all test subjects bore marks of being cut apart and reattached, it was obvious these weren't created for any normal purpose.

Why would beings who could do anything they wanted need to conduct experiments in the first place?
They simply committed these atrocities based on their own interests.

"...Hey old man, are you still doing that stuff?"

"What are you talking about?"

"What else? Those stuffed dolls of yours."

"How many times must I tell you? They're not dolls, they're test subjects."

Looking at the old man who so proudly called them test subjects, the young man beside him grimaced.

Even if they were born from the same mother.
He could never understand the old man's twisted hobby.

"What's so fun about cutting those things up and putting them back together?"

The "cutting and reattaching" mentioned here wasn't just a figure of speech.

It meant literally cutting and reattaching.
Creating something new by cutting off body parts from various living beings and attaching them elsewhere.

This was essentially no different from creating chimeras, monstrous life forms that had been strictly forbidden by the Magic Tower long ago.

Connecting body parts from different creatures to draw out power far superior to the original beings.
That was the purpose of chimera experiments, and they were banned by the Magic Tower due to their danger and immorality.

It was no small matter for magicians, whose curiosity exceeded anyone else's, to ban an experiment.

The Magic Tower rarely stepped in to prohibit experiments unless they resulted in dozens or hundreds of deaths.

When the Magic Tower completely halted an experiment, it meant the danger was beyond imagination.

A form of forbidden alchemy where the death toll was immeasurable.
Completely banned by the people of the Magic Tower.

And now, the old man was conducting it purely for his own hobby and interest.

"But didn't that guy tell you not to do this?"

"...Hmph, why should I obediently listen to him? I do as I please."

"....."

"Besides, this is simply my hobby. Telling me to stop without giving a proper reason..."

"But... there is a reason, right? To prevent active intervention from the Empire or whatever..."

"You fool, how long do you think that will last?"

Despite his colleagues' warnings, the old man had no intention of stopping his experiments.

As mentioned, this was purely his hobby.
He wasn't the type to let others control every aspect of his life, including his hobbies.

"Wouldn't it be better to avoid anything that could give them an excuse, old man? The humans' mood seems strange these days."

"If I can't even enjoy my hobbies because I'm afraid of mere humans, there's no reason for me to have lived this long."

Sincerity dripped from the old man's words.

Truly, as if he believed he'd rather die than lose control to humans in any way.

"No... what I mean is, shouldn't we at least be patient for now, old man? You know our situation, right? How much would our plans be disrupted if some strange people came and caused trouble?"

"...If they can't even handle that much, this plan wouldn't have been established in the first place. Such a fuss... tsk."

From the beginning, this situation itself was wrong.
Since when did we have to hide from humans?

"We kill humans, and humans gather in greater numbers to kill us."

Then, shouldn't we just kill all those gathered humans?

Is there a bear in this world that doesn't disturb a beehive because it fears the bees?
Why have we become afraid to disturb the beehive because of a few bees that barely exist?

"I still don't know what he's thinking, but blindly following his words will only bring us harm in the end."

"....."

"Anyway, both you and I are here because we despise humans. If you want to kill humans, kill them; if you want to play with them, play with them. That's the right answer."

How long will you be deceived by his words?

"...I've talked too much. Anyway, I'm not saying don't trust him at all."

"....."

"Just that there's no need to be captivated by his words and become his puppet. We are not just his fancy chess pieces."

"....."

"...I need to go manage my test subjects now. I've got a good one that came in recently, so I'm busy."

"...Yeah, see you."

You should make your choice soon too.
Whether following him truly means following our mother.

..A sinister smile spread across his lips as he listened to the old man's words.

*What are they talking about?*

And on the lips of the boy with closed eyes who had been silently listening.

***

"So, the Saintess wants to go rescue student Jenison now?"

"...Yes."

"And you want to drag me into this operation."

"...Yes."

"....."

....What should I do about this?
The headmistress, who rarely hesitated over anything, found her mind becoming complicated.

This was the Saintess we're talking about.
A high-ranking figure in the church and now practically its symbol.

Her position was now far beyond that of a mere woman.

She was the spiritual pillar for believers of the church. More than that.

Believing in something holds more power than people think.
Just as those with conviction—their own values—can seemingly accomplish anything with ease.

To believers, the Saintess was the embodiment of their faith, living proof of their belief in God.

*I can't just let someone like that go somewhere unknown and possibly die.*

Honestly speaking, as the headmistress of the Academy, she had no obligation to concern herself with church matters. Unfortunately, this wasn't a decision made solely for the church's sake.

This was the Saintess we're talking about.
Did she know how many people in the Empire believed in the church?

How many students at the Academy believed in the church?
Even among the Empire's key figures, there were plenty who held faith in the church.

And that meant if the foundation of the church was shaken, countless people would be affected...

The current state of the Empire was too unstable to simply stand by and watch.

The Academy, which had never allowed intrusion from anyone.
And magical beasts that had leaped over the Empire's walls.

Even if they didn't want to spread the news, word travels—the news that the Empire had been attacked had likely spread throughout the country by now.

And naturally?
People would be trembling with anxiety.

If the church, a spiritual pillar, were to falter in such a situation, there's no telling what anxious people might do.

Fear walks the same path as courage.
It makes people do anything without hesitation.

At the very least, riots would certainly break out.
Given the Empire's current situation, even that would be considered fortunate.

*I was planning to go alone... but this complicates things.*

With the Saintess's abilities, she could surely find her way alone.
And since she said she sent an official letter in the church's name... however she got permission, the church would surely lend its strength.

If that's the case... one way or another, no matter how long it takes, they would eventually find Jenison...

*The possibility that I could retrieve that student within that time...*

After contemplating for a while, she looked at the Saintess, who now wore an anxious expression, and slowly began to speak again.

"Unless you bring minimal forces, I will have to refuse."

Of course, the conditions would be forces that I find satisfactory.

It was essentially saying she wouldn't let her go and was just stalling for time.
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"...composition?"

"Yes, a composition that I can be satisfied with. Whether it's a team or a group, whatever works, just create a community and bring it to me."

"...Then, will you be providing assistance as well, Director?"

"If the Saintess believes she will be safe there, I won't stop her from going along, but..."

Saintess.
Are you aware of your position as the Saintess?

"...Aware, you say?"

"If the Saintess were to get hurt, or worse... if you were to go there and never return."

"....."

"How do you think the people of the Empire who believe in the Order would react?"

The Saintess froze in place.
At the same time, the Director's expression slightly crumpled as she watched her.

As long as she is the Saintess, she is no longer in a position where she can prioritize only her personal well-being.

The position of Saintess is essentially a dream and symbol for all members of the Order.
Saying her safety is at risk is equivalent to saying it would greatly impact the mental well-being of other Order members.

Well, some might say that's quite an exaggeration.

But dismissing that would be tantamount to disrespecting the faith of those who believe in the Order.

Even now, whenever Order priests appear, people rush to lay out mats for them.
What if the Saintess, who is practically the symbol of the Order, gets injured or goes missing in some unknown place?

No lie, riots would break out across the Empire.

Of course, whether those riots would target the Order or the Empire remains unclear...
But regardless, if such riots were to occur consecutively in the Empire's current situation, things would spiral out of control.

That's precisely why she couldn't be allowed to accompany them to a place where unknown dangers might lurk and unknown enemies might appear.

Even if the Pope himself came and asked for her to accompany them, there was no intention of letting her through.

*In reality, this is just about creating a justification.*

A justification to refuse her request to accompany them.
After all, it's not easy to refuse a request from someone as significant as the Saintess.

Even as the Director of the Academy, confronting someone who holds the position of Saintess in the Empire's official religion is somewhat uncomfortable.

While confident in not losing to anyone in terms of power...
Honestly, fighting against all the believers of the Order spread throughout the Empire would be quite burdensome.

To refuse her proposal, a minimum justification like this was necessary.

A minimum justification that would prevent even the Order's fanatics from protesting against the Academy or herself if they found out.

"...What do I need to do to meet these requirements?"

"First, the Saintess needs to bring the maximum force she can gather. With the maximum strength that I can acknowledge."

"....."

"Of course, that won't be easy. If you bring mediocre people, I will never permit it."

I really won't permit it.
Literally, unless truly formidable forces are brought.

"...How much do I need to bring to satisfy you...?"

"That's for the Saintess to judge."

"....."

"Of course, in the end, I will personally evaluate them."

In essence, it was a roundabout way of saying she wouldn't let her go.

By now, she must understand.
That the Director has no intention of letting her go.

*Despite this, if she's going this far... there must be, there must be some countermeasure she might have...*

"Director, may I ask for one favor?"

"...What? Coming all the way here to ask for a favor..."

"If I bring people who show potential... people who show promise..."

Could you train them, Director?
Like the education at the Academy, training directly under you.

***

Despite the absence of the Director and the Saintess—essentially the core personnel of the Academy and the Order, which are the main pillars of current Imperial affairs—the expulsion of private armies proceeded very smoothly according to the original plan.

It's not that there was no resistance from the Imperial Palace...
Fortunately, that was somehow mitigated thanks to the Pope's direct intervention.

Since the Imperial Palace, which should be the most uncomfortable with the current situation, wasn't saying anything, the families who had been opposing the expulsion of private armies could no longer say anything either.

Justification, once again there was no justification.
No justification to refuse the Order's request.

At this rate, they were about to sever ties with the Order, and there was hardly any valid justification to refuse the request... well, they had no other options.

Given the circumstances, sending private armies as quickly as possible was the way to avoid offending the Order.

They were about to lose their existing relationship with the Order.
Better to take action than to get slapped while standing still.

"Even so... I never imagined it would come to this extent."

However, the problem was that it was too extreme, regardless.

Private armies directly correlate with a family's power.
The heads of families would certainly understand what it means for that power to diminish.

The Order's thinking was that the family heads, who fear the reduction of their family's power the most, would never send such a large number of soldiers even if they agreed to send their private armies...

"Why did they send so many?"

Normally, they wouldn't have sent this many.
But the current situation was quite... very different from before.

The current Empire is in unprecedented turmoil.
In such a situation, naturally, people's judgment becomes clouded.

"You fools, of course they would."

"Y-Yes? S-Senior!"

"Look at the Empire's current situation. The Imperial Palace can't say anything, while our Order keeps sending official documents to extract private armies from each family."

"...Yes, yes."

"But why isn't the Imperial Palace saying anything?"

"...I don't know?"

"They're doing this because they don't know if this is a rotten rope or a solid rope from heaven."

Whether this is truly a rotten rope or a completely solid rope sent from heaven.

That's what they don't know.

"For now, since the Imperial Palace isn't saying anything even when they provide soldiers, they're trying to establish a connection with our Order."

"C-Connection?"

"Yes, connection, simply put, friendship."

"....."

"Doing this doesn't cause immediate harm for now. Of course... not all families who readily provided private armies would think that way."

"...If not that thought, then...?"

"Well, that's obvious."

People who have noticed that the current situation is turning strangely serious, to the extent that the Imperial Palace is turning a blind eye.

It could be those people who sent them.

***

Meanwhile, at that very moment, as the entire Empire was heating up with these hot potatoes.

Unlike before, a rather chilly atmosphere pervaded the Imperial Palace, which was bathed in warm sunlight today.

Perhaps it was because almost all personnel, except for the guard knights, had left the palace.

And that was because of the meeting between these two individuals who were currently conversing.

"...I'm not sure if this choice was right. Such a feeling... honestly, it's been a while."

"...I feel the same, Your Majesty."

"Hearing that you don't know... that's truly rare, isn't it?"

"...With a willful daughter running around as she pleases, my judgment seems to be clouded."

"Hahahahaha!! Indeed, Charlotte's child wouldn't grow up according to her parents' wishes. I heard about that too."

"...Haah."

Charlotte and the Imperial Palace.
A meeting between two of the Empire's prominent powers.

Yet despite this, the current atmosphere between them was incredibly light.

Judging by the atmosphere alone, one would think the Empire's current situation was also very light.

Anyone would think so.

"Yes, I just heard from the Director... that old person."

"...Old person."

"What? Having lived that long, no matter how beautiful one's appearance, they can be called old. Someone who's been alive since we were little snot-nosed kids, right?"

"...Ahem, that's true, but."

"Then what else would they be?"

Their attitude, chuckling softly, was the same towards the Empire's prominent figure, the Director.

Their attitude was still very childlike and mischievous.
Just like when they were the "snot-nosed kids" they just mentioned.

"Anyway... from what I hear, it seems they've found out where those guys are..."

"...By 'those guys,' you mean?"

"You know, those guys. The rotten maggots wearing human skin and doing strange things."

"...Demons?"

"That's right."

"...Then perhaps, this request from the Order for private armies...?"

"Exactly. That's why I'm staying quiet now."

"....."

"Regardless, it's not bad for us if they get wiped out. And if the Pope personally stepped in, I should at least pretend to comply, right?"

"...I see."

"By the way, shouldn't you contact your daughter? It seems that proud daughter of yours has also decided to join them."

...Ah.

His figure disappeared like the wind without even offering a farewell.
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The sound of hooves clattered rapidly.
It was the sound of horses galloping quickly somewhere.

Given the chaotic state of the Empire, this wasn't particularly strange, but the uniformly grim appearance of the soldiers was enough to instill fear in the people around them.

The Academy had been invaded, and monsters had attacked the Empire—even if it was just once.

These facts had already kept the Empire's citizens on edge for a long time.
Because of this, anyone who seemed even slightly suspicious was promptly escorted away somewhere.

In other words, this meant...

"There, those guys!"

"Hmm... indeed, they do look suspicious. Hey, you there!!"

"....Oh."

Even if you were just walking around without causing any trouble, there was still a risk of being reported by someone.

People were already extremely tense.
In the current situation, it was all too easy to disturb their peace of mind.

"..What should we do, miss?"

"What do you mean? Gentlemen, are you thinking of burying those people?"

"...If that's what you wish."

"I wish nothing of the sort. Let's just quietly move on."

"Hey, get off your horses and identify yourselves!!"

The suspicious group slowly dismounted at the guard's command.
The knight and other residents' faces turned pale at their unusual appearance.

"Ahem... hurry up and dismount!! Everyone show your identification!"

"..What should we do, miss?"

"He said dismount, didn't he? So we dismount."

"There's no need for you to dismount, miss..."

"Would you like to carry this instead?"

"...I apologize."

"No, what are you all chattering about?! And in such attire when you know the current state of the Empire...!!"

Unable to contain himself any longer,
the knight who had been watching them began to step forward.

Of course, he couldn't even take two steps forward.

".....!"

"Don't come any closer. If you approach the miss any further, I'll cut you."

"...Wh-what is this?!"

Literally, there wasn't even time to react.
An attack that gave him no chance to do anything.

The title of knight was certainly not an empty one.
Naturally, they were far superior to ordinary people or those without professional training.

They could easily drive away most thugs or hooligans with just their bare hands.
Even those who boasted about stealing a few training sessions from proper knight orders could be handled sufficiently.

That's why even now, despite hearing that suspicious individuals had gathered in the village, he was confident enough to come alone.

Some might call it reckless,
but to him, it was a demonstration and proof of his confidence.

But... clearly, that was the case, and yet...

"...What do you think you're doing?"

"What am I doing? If you don't come any closer, everyone will be fine."

"...As a knight of the Empire, it is my duty to verify your identities since you've caught the attention of the residents!! That will ease their anxiety."

"..We have no intention of interfering with that. Just don't come any closer to the miss."

"A-aren't you interfering right now! I can see that person you call 'miss' appears to be your leader, and I have no intention of harming her. If she would just dismount for a moment..!!"

"I told you, don't come any closer, didn't I?"

".....!!"

He was wrong.
This... ah, he was wrong.

These were not people who would listen to reason.

He had clearly stated he was a knight just moments ago, yet they didn't hesitate to press the blade further against his neck.

If he hadn't pulled his neck back in that split second...
his head would have been severed from his body at that very moment.

Instinctively, his hand was already reaching for the sword at his waist, but he lacked the courage to draw it.

With his hands trembling uncontrollably,
what was the point of drawing his sword?

A knight who cannot properly use a sword is useless.
Unless that knight has the skill to face a blade without one.

"....Who are you people?"

"..Are you only asking that now?"

In the end, what he chose was submission.
No, rather than submission, it was subjugation.

Because in this moment, he discovered a gap that no amount of effort could close.

Even as a knight, he was still human.
Naturally, his own life was more precious than the anxiety of ignorant people.

In the end, he had to abandon his pride as a knight and continue the conversation in a subdued manner.

"I'm just asking for identification, was that such an unreasonable request? Just... just identity verification?"

"It's not unreasonable. However, that requires the miss's consent."

"Huh... so you don't care about the residents' anxiety?"

"The miss's well-being is more important to us."

"....Well then, what does your precious miss have to say—mmph?!"

"Do not casually mention the miss's name."

I'll cut you.

That single phrase.
That one word he had heard repeatedly was so heavy.

That word he had heard countless times was truly heavy.

And it was at that moment.
The person called "miss," who had shown no movement until now, began to speak.

"Oh come on, let's just move on, okay? We'll be past here soon anyway, there's no need to cause a commotion."

A somewhat clear voice.
And one full of mischief.

It might be inappropriate to say in this situation, but even without removing her black robe, her appearance could be somewhat guessed from her voice.

"Why is everyone making such a fuss over this? I'll just show this and it'll be over, okay?"

"Miss, it's dangerous. An attack could come from anywhere at any time..."

"That might work on you gentlemen, but not on me."

The woman, still wearing her black robe, slowly approached on horseback.
Almost simultaneously, the cold pressure of the sword against the knight's neck intensified accordingly.

Even if everything else was ignored, it was clear they were escorting someone extremely important.

"Sir, you just need proof of identity, right?"

"A-ahem, y-yes. If you can prove your identity... anything will do."

"But we're just passing through this village. Do we still need to show something or prove ourselves?"

"...We need to inform the next villages you'll be passing through, and this is the proper procedure. Procedures must be followed according to principle...!"

"Don't speak informally to the miss, and speak slowly and clearly so she can hear you well...?!"

"I told you to stop doing that! It's really embarrassing!!"

...What kind of skit is this?
That thought crossed the knight's mind.

Of course, not long after, he was reprimanded again by someone who detected his slightly disrespectful gaze.

"Anyway, if I have something to prove my identity, it's fine, right? You'll let us go immediately, correct?"

"..Yes, that's right."

"Then... just a moment."

Rustling around.
What she finally pulled out from her possession was nothing but a small piece of metal, someone who probably had never properly held a sword.

A small piece of metal, not even the size of a single metal plate.
However, as soon as that metal piece appeared, the atmosphere began to change dramatically.

The man who had been holding a knife to his neck just moments ago,
and the other men who called her "miss" from a distance, immediately lowered their heads as soon as they saw that metal piece.

The sight was like... though it was inappropriate to say as someone whose life had been threatened, it was like watching well-trained large dogs.

"Here, sir, you do know the names of the noble houses, right?"

"...I might not know if it's a house from the frontier... I mean, I might not, ma'am."

"Suddenly using formal speech? Just speak however you're comfortable, we're only meeting once anyway."

"....."

How could he not use formal speech?
By this point, even the most oblivious person would realize she was from a high-ranking family.

In the end, without saying much, he received the metal piece she handed over.
Almost simultaneously, his pupils dilated like full moons.

No matter how disinterested someone might be in other noble houses,
no matter how poor someone's memory might be,

There was no way anyone in this Empire wouldn't recognize this crest.

At least, not anyone with properly functioning ears and eyes.

"Cha... Charlotte?"

"Oh, I was actually worried you might not know, but I'm glad you recognized it!"

"H-how could I not know...? Lady Ch-Charlotte, how..."

"Never mind that, could you just clear the way for us?"

My friends suddenly contacted me, so I need to hurry.

***

With the sound of clattering hooves, a girl in a black robe jumped down from her horse.

Finally. After receiving the message and immediately riding off,
this was the result of continuously galloping toward her destination without rest.

"But, isn't it proper manners to come out and greet someone when they arrive like this?"

"..Stop talking nonsense and take a seat first."

A blue-haired girl responded to her words.

She too had just jumped down.

Not from a horse, but from the sky.

"What about the Saintess? Wasn't she the one who called us?"

"Yes, that's right."

"Oh?"

Likewise, the Saintess also revealed herself.

With the same ever-smiling expression as always.
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"So, why did our Saintess call us here?"

"It's been a while, Miss Sino."

"It has been a while, hasn't it? I only saw the evaluation results before leaving the Academy. Thanks to that, I have no idea what this is all about..."

Their conversation after meeting again after so long was surprisingly smooth.

After all, not many people here hadn't spoken with her before.

Charlotte, who was currently conversing with her, had already experienced being paired with her during the recent Academy evaluation.

Even Isabella, who hesitated to join their conversation, had connections with her as a lady from one of the four great families.

Among nobles, information was power.
And the young ladies gathered here were all formidable figures in high society.

If nothing else, they knew each other's faces and information all too well.

Including why everyone had gathered here today.

"Where are the others? Didn't you invite more people?"

"I didn't think we needed more."

"Why? Didn't you ask my family to provide soldiers to hunt those... demons or whatever?"

"....."

She couldn't deny it.

If it had been any other family, perhaps, but the person before her was from the Charlotte family.
There wasn't a single person in the empire who didn't know the extent of their combat prowess.

Almost all the notable underworld organizations were affiliated with the Charlotte family.

That alone gave some indication of how much influence they wielded in the empire.

Moreover, they were known as one of the four great families even in the public sphere.
Considering they were called one of the four great families without revealing their underworld domain, they might well be the most influential family in the empire.

Because they never revealed their true nature.

The same applied to information about the "hounds" they supposedly trained in secret.

A type of private army kept in absolute secrecy.
Only the fact that they raised them secretly was known; no other information had been revealed to anyone.

Of course, families with close ties to them might know more...

But the Order was certainly not among them.
She had no memory of forming personal connections with other families.

The Order was fundamentally a group that didn't pursue profit.

They were fundamentally different from other families who desperately tried to increase their influence.

Naturally, they also had few people who knew how to fight properly.

"So, why did you call us separately? I mean, I understand why I'm here, but what about that blue-haired young lady over there?"

"...Blue-haired young lady? Are you referring to me?"

"Yes? Your hair is blue, isn't it?"

"...It is, but this is the first time someone has addressed me by my hair color."

Yes, it would be a first for her.
The person she had just referred to was none other than Isabella, another lady from one of the four great families.

Her hair, which had turned blue from absorbing excessive mana, had become their family's symbol and was one of the things most envied by all mages.

Blue hair meant a body containing abundant mana.
While magic wasn't cast using mana alone, having a large mana reserve was still every mage's dream.

More mana meant being able to use more powerful and numerous spells, which meant developing one's abilities far beyond other mages.

Among her peers, she was the only one in the Academy with naturally blue hair.

Rather than "made" blue, she was born with it, so it wasn't entirely fair to say it wasn't due to talent.

"Come on now. Isn't it about time you took pride in that blue hair of yours?"

"...Lady Sino, you're quite talkative today."

"I've always been talkative! Hehe!"

"....Sigh."

Nevertheless, Isabella was uncomfortable with her blue hair.

She didn't deny that talent had contributed to her magical abilities.
But she felt somewhat uneasy, as if her efforts were being diminished because of this talent.

"How important is talent? At this point, shouldn't you be proud rather than embarrassed?"

"...How nice it must be for you, Lady. Living so carefree in this world must mean you have no worries at all."

"I acknowledge my talent! My father told me I'm talented too."

"...That's not what I... sigh."

"Now, everyone, please calm down. We didn't gather here to fight."

With a couple of claps, the Saintess successfully captured everyone's attention.

Only then did she begin to explain why she had gathered these specific people here.

Why these particular individuals?
And why was it necessary to gather them here?

"First, let me get to the point. Jenison has disappeared."

"...What?"

"Oh, I already knew that."

"...What?"

The first response was Isabella's gasp.
The second was from the Saintess herself.

If nothing else, Jenison's disappearance was known only to a very small number of people who were present at the scene, and it was treated as highly classified information even within the Order...

...How?
How did she know about this?

"...How?"

"You shouldn't underestimate our family's intelligence network. He was someone we were told to keep an eye on from the beginning!"

Being under Charlotte's surveillance.
This statement, which might sound like a euphemism depending on how you heard it, was certainly no empty boast.

After all, it was their intelligence network that had made the Charlotte family as powerful as they were today.

Of course, they hadn't built their current power solely on information.
Nevertheless, it was undeniable that their reach was extremely extensive.

And for them, saying they were "keeping an eye" on someone meant that person was under intense surveillance...

Where their recent activities had led them.
If they had disappeared, what was the reason.

Whatever it was, a member of the Charlotte family would be following them.
And even the most trivial matters would reach Charlotte's ears.

*This probably applies to this situation as well.*

Surveillance meant they were tracking his every move.

In other words, they could potentially know where he went and where he disappeared to.

Well, they might not know exactly where he disappeared to...
But they would certainly know that his whereabouts had become unknown.

"...Then, am I correct in assuming you don't yet know where he disappeared to?"

"Um... that's right. We tried to find out, but there's been no news yet."

"W-wait a moment, are you saying Jenison... that person has disappeared?"

Meanwhile, Isabella's voice, showing clear signs of shock as if hearing this for the first time, interrupted their conversation.

Well, this was understandable too.
She had reportedly been shut away in the Magic Tower since the evaluation...

Whether she had doubts about her abilities or not, no one could deny that she was putting in much more effort than before.

*It makes sense... with all that mana emanating from her body, how could she not have improved?*

*Lady Isabella... you've certainly changed from before.*

That's why the Saintess, who had gathered everyone here, couldn't help but feel reassured.

Both Lady Charlotte and Lady Isabella.

Each of them seemed to have developed their skills significantly compared to before.

At this rate, she felt they wouldn't be rejected by that person.

"Oh, but are we the only ones coming here?"

"...Ah, no. I invited two more people. But I'm not sure why they haven't arrived yet..."

"One of them seems to have already arrived. Up there in the tree."

"..Huh?"

With those words, the Saintess's gaze turned toward the top of the tallest tree nearby.

Along with a rustling sound from the treetop, she began to sense a presence right behind her.

"It's been a while, Saintess."

"Ah... you're here."

The Princess of the Elves and Princess of the Forest.
The final member the Saintess had personally requested.

The elf, Silvia, was standing there.

"Yes, but... why did you call for me?"

Fortunately, it seemed she too had not neglected her training.
Her skills also appeared to have improved tremendously compared to before.

"And the last person... hmm..."

"I just arrived."

"Ah!"

And at that moment, the final member emerged from the bushes.

The heir to the Iris duchy.
And the person who was practically Jenison's only friend.

Ch.370 - Kidnapping (10)
Among the people of the Empire, not many know exactly what situation the current Empire is facing.

Not to the extent that it could be casually shared with ordinary citizens.
The current situation is certainly not that trivial.

To prevent public confusion.
And to stop potential false rumors.

The Empire's leadership has been preventing such false rumors from spreading throughout the Empire, and thanks to that, people merely thought of this situation as a passing incident that would soon disappear.

After all, if something major were to happen, the higher-ups would handle it.
If something had happened to the Empire, soldiers would already be mobilizing nationwide.

But since no such news had arrived yet, weren't they still safe?

This kind of thinking had settled in their minds, eating away at their sense of awareness and crisis.

Of course, even that wouldn't work in front of people with suspicious appearances...
Humans naturally become cautious when they see suspicious people, so some level of vigilance would have continued regardless of the current situation.

However, despite appearances, the Empire was now moving meticulously.

Even though it seemed motionless on the surface.
Beneath the surface, it was moving more carefully and quickly than anything else.

As mentioned, only ordinary citizens were truly unaware of the Empire's current situation.

Families and individuals with some influence in the Empire already knew, if not in detail, at least to some extent what situation the Empire was facing.

There was one reason they weren't taking action openly.
They didn't know whether the current state would benefit or harm them.

Everyone would surely agree that fighting demons was necessary to protect the Empire, but no family in this world would want to participate in that fight at the expense of their own power.

A family is everything to its members and their livelihood.
Therefore, they always needed to keep some reserves to protect their family.

That's why they were investigating the current situation using personnel who wouldn't attract attention, or whose attention wouldn't matter much if noticed.

What should be done going forward?
If they needed to step in directly, how should they respond and whose side should they take?

Almost all families began acting as if their feet were on fire to figure this out, and the answers they came up with were remarkably similar.

"Anyway... the Imperial Family isn't saying much about the church's outrageous actions, are they?"

"How dare you call it outrageous?! How is following proper procedures and issuing official documents outrageous?"

"No... that's not what I meant. Despite the church's unprecedented actions, isn't it true that the Imperial Family remains silent?"

"That's correct. It's fair to say something is definitely happening."

"Moreover, seeing how the Imperial Family says nothing while so many soldiers are gathering, the matter must be more serious than we can imagine."

"That's exactly what I'm saying! Hahaha!!"

"So, I've been thinking..."

The solution they came up with was simply to watch what the Four Great Families would do and follow their lead.

Honestly, it was somewhat opportunistic.
But that's how cautious they wanted to be about this matter.

If it was the Four Great Families taking action, not just any other family, there must be good reason for it.

In a way, this was only possible because they trusted the Four Great Families without question.
In fact, most minor families agreed with this opinion and gravitated toward whichever of the Great Families they preferred.

As a result, the Four Great Families were now so busy that rumors spread about carriages never ceasing to arrive at their doors.

Of course, not just anyone could enter these places, but even accounting for that, they had far too many visitors.

Even now, people continued to visit Duke Renuel at the Magic Tower.
Similarly, the trading companies belonging to the Iris family were filled with people who came for reasons other than purchasing goods.

This was the result of people trying to curry favor with the family heads and, if possible, learn their true intentions.

"...You, why are you here?"

"...Huh?"

That's why Isabella couldn't understand the current situation.

She still didn't know why the woman called the Saintess had brought her here.
However, since it was a proposal from someone respected by many people, she thought it wouldn't be harmful. So she had followed along.

She hadn't expected others to join in the process...

*...I can understand Lady Charlotte being here. But...*

The reason she had gathered people was probably to rescue Jenison, who had been taken somewhere.
So it made sense to call someone like Charlotte, whose combat abilities were exceptional among their peers.

She had always maintained top rankings, though Isabella didn't know exactly where she was active.

Moreover, in a situation like this, they would need to rely on the Charlotte family's intelligence network...
In many ways, calling her was truly an excellent choice by the Saintess.

But even so, that person...

"Excuse me, are you sure you should be here?"

"...Huh?"

"I mean, I shouldn't be saying this, but... you're the eldest son of the Iris family."

When you should be receiving successor training.
Is it okay for you to spend time in a place like this?

"...Well. Couldn't the same be said about you?"

"I've already entered the Magic Tower and become someone else's disciple. I'm still too inadequate to succeed the Renuel family. My mother agreed with that."

"I also don't think I'll be able to succeed my family."

"...What?"

Nonsense.
That's exactly how his words appeared to her.

Though there seemed to be much talk throughout the Empire, the class system was still firmly in place.

Men over women.
Nobles over commoners. That was the natural order of the world.

Age wasn't particularly important either, but if the person was the eldest son, things were a bit different.

Being the oldest among the children.
And above all, being male.

These two advantages were enormous benefits for heirs competing for the position of family head, and there were many who envied these advantages.

But now, none other than the head of the Iris family.
Someone who followed the path of commerce and was more skilled at calculation than anyone.

He wouldn't pass the position of family head to his eldest son?

*...Is that even possible?*

Honestly, she couldn't say it was completely impossible, but it was still a somewhat incomprehensible choice.

There's nothing more reassuring to trading company leaders than having a male family head.
For those accustomed to the class system for a long time, male family heads naturally seemed more reliable than female ones.

"...As far as I know, you only have a younger sister, right? Don't tell me... you're giving the family head position to your sister?"

"Is that a problem? I believe your mother sits in the family head position instead of your father."

"That's not the issue. My mother took control through her abilities..."

"My sister's abilities are no less than mine. It's just that being female holds her back."

"...When you say her abilities are no less than yours, that means there isn't much difference between you two. And yet... your family head agreed to give the position to your younger sister?"

From an objective perspective, it was incomprehensible.
However, his expression didn't change as he countered.

"Our family head only cares about ability, regardless of whether the person is my younger sister. Besides, we both received successor training."

"But still...!!"

"Moreover, the trust between our family and other trading companies isn't as fragile as you seem to worry. Even if my sister becomes the family head, that won't change."

"....."

"More importantly, don't we have other matters to discuss right now? I believe that's why the Saintess called us here."

Though it seemed very suspicious, he wasn't wrong.
The current situation was too dramatic to be concerned about another family's affairs.

Similarly, Charlotte, who had been quiet until now, finally began to speak as the atmosphere shifted.

"Right! So, I understand that Jenison has disappeared, but why? Why did you call us?"

"Well..."

"I'll explain that."

"...Eep!"

Of course, even that was abruptly cut off by a woman who suddenly appeared in midair.
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Everyone in the room instinctively bowed their heads when they saw the Chairwoman.

It wasn't because they were intimidated by her authority.
And it certainly wasn't because they were so surprised by her appearance that they couldn't help but bow.

After all, the people present were what you'd call well-bred children of wealthy families.

While no one would deny the Chairwoman's impressive authority,
They weren't the type to be intimidated by mere appearance or status.

Their bowed heads were simply a matter of courtesy.

One bowed out of proper respect for a senior member of the Magic Tower.
Another bowed out of appreciation to someone who had granted their request.
The rest merely offered a light greeting to the Chairwoman of the Academy they attended.

Unlike the Saintess and Isabella who still kept their heads bowed, the other two had already awkwardly raised their heads and were busy observing their surroundings.

Their wide eyes seemed to ask: Why are they still bowing?

"Are there no others coming?" the Chairwoman asked.

"...No," replied the Saintess.

As their calm exchange continued, Charlotte's hair bristled slightly, still not fully grasping the situation.

The Chairwoman, who often skipped official events, had now made such a prominent appearance.

Charlotte's information processing abilities were sharp enough to understand what this meant.

After all, she was still a Charlotte family member.
Her mind, trained since childhood as an heir, began to meticulously analyze and organize the current situation.

"...Excuse me, Saintess. I don't think we've been told exactly why these people were gathered?"

"...Ah. J-just a moment, I'll explain soon..."

"No, don't bother explaining."

I'll figure it out myself.

With the soldiers who had been present earlier now gone, she fell deep into thought.

She completely trusted her own observational skills and analytical abilities, honed from years of watching and categorizing people.

She never doubted her own deductions.
And she had the ability to turn those deductions into certainties.

*I need evidence... evidence for why the Chairwoman had to step in personally.*

The Academy's partial destruction?
No, that's not a sufficient reason.

The culprits hadn't been properly identified yet, and rumors among the public suggested demons were involved.

It was still just gossip circulating among commoners without any verification...
It seemed unlikely the Chairwoman would believe such unfounded claims...

*But if not that, then there's no other way to explain this situation.*

She found herself unconsciously accepting this explanation.

Looking at how things were unfolding,
She couldn't think of any other possibility besides that seemingly absurd idea.

"...But does that even make sense?"

"What makes sense?"

"Oh, when did you get here?"

"Just now. What were you muttering about?"

The eldest son of the Iris family...
She couldn't quite remember his name, but recalled he was quite capable and skilled.

The fact that he remained in her memory at all was significant.

Charlotte, bearing that prestigious name, absolutely never
remembered people without ability.

In fact, her father, Duke Charlotte, also had difficulty remembering names and often called his personal soldiers—his "hounds"—by numbers.

And she was no different.
She had been taught this way since childhood, combined with the harsh heir training of the Charlotte family.

*But why is he suddenly talking to me? I don't remember having many conversations with him in social circles.*

"...?"

"Oh, sorry, what did you say?"

"...I asked what you were muttering about just now."

"Ah...that."

She couldn't speak carelessly.

Information that wasn't yet confirmed.
No, speculation too embarrassing to even call information.

Voicing such things would be unacceptable for the Charlotte family, whose intelligence network surpassed any other house in the Empire.

She didn't want to tarnish her family's honor through her own actions.
Even if the possibility was as thin as a thread.

"...It's nothing. More importantly, did you hear why we're here?"

"No, I haven't. I was just brought here rather abruptly..."

"Hmm..."

The one consolation was that she wasn't the only one kept in the dark about the true purpose.

At least this meant they weren't trying to deceive anyone by gathering people here.

The presence of someone as significant as the Chairwoman already suggested this wasn't some kind of trick.

Thump, thump—
As they stood there, eyeing each other with growing suspicion, footsteps approached from the distance. They came from the same direction where the Chairwoman had appeared earlier, cutting through the air.

"Everyone, please stop chatting and focus on me for a moment. I have something to say."

"...The Chairwoman... wants to speak to us?"

"Yes."

A request from the Academy's Chairwoman.
The weight of those words was not light.

Unlike others, the Academy's Chairwoman could grant people almost anything they desired.

For someone like her to make a request, the difficulty level must be considerable.
But letting such an opportunity pass would be too risky, considering the potential returns.

Just think about how many people wanted to meet the Academy's Chairwoman.

Being able to have such a meeting without going through any procedures was already preferential treatment.

And now, to receive a direct request from the Chairwoman herself?

Charlotte's brain—and everyone else's—began spinning furiously.

How beneficial this proposal might be.
How much advantage it could bring to their families.

All these considerations pointed toward one conclusion.

"...What is this proposal?"

They had decided to at least hear it before making any decisions.

***

It had been about an hour since he'd remained still with his eyes closed.
After thinking hard for so long, he finally began to see a way out of this situation.

A rough plan for how to resolve his current predicament.

*Everyone probably knows about my condition now. But...*

What if he, who they thought was unconscious, actually wasn't?
What if he placed a doll that looked exactly like him and secretly escaped?

What would happen then?

He was confident he could do it.
After all, he was more familiar than anyone with creating dolls that resembled his body.

Through constantly regenerating his body, he had essentially mastered its form.

If it was just mimicking the external appearance...
He could do it even with his eyes closed like this.

*There's a gap during shift changes. That brief window should be enough.*

The question was whether these people would notice his condition...

He thought they probably wouldn't.
They hadn't even noticed that he was just pretending to be unconscious.

Part of the reason was that he was quite practiced at feigning unconsciousness...

But the bigger reason was that they simply weren't paying close attention to him.
If nothing else, he could be certain of one thing.

They thought that someone like him, a pathetic human like him,
Could never cause them any meaningful harm.

That's surely what they were thinking.

*Well, since I don't even know what this ritual they're planning with me is about... they're not entirely wrong.*

But that didn't mean he couldn't cause them harm.
Besides, he now had a reliable ally.

≪Entity 'Ibedia' asks if you're referring to her.≫
≪Entity 'Ibedia' throws a fit, saying if you're going to talk nonsense, she'll kill all those visible enemies right now.≫

...In this case, perhaps "ally" should be "creature" rather than "person."

Anyway, one thing was clear: she now shared his objective, which made the situation not so bad.

With the help of someone nicknamed "Evil Dragon," his actions would surely be more effective.

*The immediate problem is that I don't know exactly when the next shift change will be...*

There wasn't a clock nearby.
Just counting seconds made it difficult to accurately gauge the shift cycle.

If only there were some kind of signal...

*For now, I'll just stay quiet.*

...Honestly, it was frustrating to remain still while those bastards were clearly moving around right in front of him...

But this would only be temporary.
Soon enough, he would move again.

Ch.372 - Kidnapping (12)
"...So, are you saying you'll teach us? You personally, Madam Director, and not someone else...?"

"Yes, is there something about that arrangement you find unsatisfactory?"

...No, rather the problem is that the conditions are too good.

Isabella's expression wrinkled.
Not because she felt bad or hurt, but because she was tensing the muscles around her eyes.

It wasn't common for her famously stoic expression to break like this.

The rigorous successor training she had received since childhood.
And the proper respect and courtesy that came with being the child of a family head.

Although the effects of that education weren't outwardly apparent these days—as she had been postponing her responsibilities due to doubts about her abilities—it had long since seeped into her being.

And among all those teachings, the most effective was precisely this expression.

Never let your opponent see what's in your heart.
Even when at a disadvantage, never show it.

Of all the lessons she had received about maintaining an attitude befitting an heir, the one that had taken root most deeply was how to maintain that expression.

That was partly why she was known as the Ice Princess at the Academy.
Her expression that never changed no matter what happened, and her consistently icy demeanor toward everyone.

And now, that expression was completely shattering after just this one conversation.

"Of course, since others wouldn't match well with my field, I plan to bring in different instructors for them. But for Student Isabella, I could teach you personally."

However, considering the circumstances, her reaction was understandable.

If one knew even a little about the Director's reputation in the magical world—or even just the minimum information about her—they would understand how incredibly advantageous this offer was.

Isabella's mother, the Duchess Renuel, was certainly an impressive magician in her own right. But even she couldn't compare to the magical abilities of the Director standing before them.

Her opponent was an Archmage.
One of the most powerful individuals known to the world.

It was nearly impossible for someone capable of defeating such a monster—a living legend in the magical world—to exist so readily.

Even her teacher, the sage known as Frabel, had said he wasn't sure if he could manage it...

And now she was being offered lessons from such a monster?
Not indirect instruction through magic books, but direct teaching?

*I never imagined something like this would happen while attending the Academy.*

That wasn't why she had decided to attend the Academy in the first place.
Where in the world would the director of an educational institution personally offer to teach someone?

Especially when that director was an incredibly skilled magician, famous throughout the Empire?

What were the odds?
Being a magician, she was quick with calculations.

She could instantly calculate how beneficial this offer would be to her.

After all, she was someone who had received considerable attention even at the Magic Tower.

Being both the disciple of the Great Sage Frabel and the eldest daughter of the Renuel Duchy brought her many advantages.

She was well aware of this fact.
That's why she never looked down on or criticized those with less skill than herself.

Despite having abilities that would justify looking down on others, she didn't because she knew that without her family background, she might have been just like them.

That's how little confidence she had in her own abilities.
That's why she had been training at the Magic Tower all this time...

*I never expected an opportunity like this to come along...*

"Perhaps you don't like the idea? If that's the case, I can introduce you to someone else..."

"N-no? That's not it at all! I absolutely don't dislike it...but...!"

"...But?"

"I'm...I'm worried that my skills are so inadequate that I'll just be a burden to you, Director."

"You needn't worry about that. Your skills are quite impressive in their own right."

"...What?"

A completely unexpected answer.
An utterly unexpected response pierced her ears.

Of course, she had never thought her abilities were inferior compared to her peers.

Her academic performance at the Academy proved that well enough.
If nothing else, she didn't think she was lacking or deficient compared to others her age.

But that was only within the realm of students.

When thinking in terms of the realm of magicians, not students, it was true that her talent was slightly insufficient to be called the genius of the century.

The Renuel family was famous as a family of magicians.
For her, born as the eldest daughter, this proposal was not only a sweet temptation but also a crucial turning point that could restore her confidence.

"You're saying my skills aren't...inferior?"

"Yes, on the contrary, I'm rather curious why you would think that."

"B-but I'm still so inexperienced as a magician..."

"Who determined that standard of inexperience for a magician?"

"...Huh?"

"Only those above a person can determine the standards of competence or inadequacy. Only then can one properly judge another's true worth after seeing their real capabilities."

"....."

"Even when the subject is oneself, perhaps especially then, people often tend to underestimate themselves."

"In that sense, student, you are quite a fine magician in my view. You have potential, talent, and above all, sincerity about magic."

"The fact that you entered the Magic Tower at such a young age alone shows that you have sufficient talent... Why are you suddenly looking like that?"

"...P-pardon?"

"...I asked why you look like you're about to cry."

...Was I?
Maybe I was...

"...All this time, I kept thinking I was the one who was lacking."

"Who on earth told you such a thing? Was it your mother, perhaps?"

"...No, it wasn't..."

"I don't understand why you've been harboring such an inferiority complex when the head of a family, the Duchess Renuel no less, hasn't said anything of the sort."

...Indeed, thinking about it now, it seemed quite ridiculous.
The head of the Renuel family, her mother, wouldn't have given her successor training if she thought her child was inadequate.

It seemed she had realized this fact far too late.

"So, Isabella, let me ask you one more time."

"....."

"Do you have the will to learn magic from me?"

"....."

"Of course, I'll seek permission from that Frabel fellow. In the past, he would have flown into a rage, but given the unusual circumstances, even he should understand to some extent..."

"I...I'll do it!"

"....?"

"I...I want to learn magic."

I want to prove that I can be useful too.
I want to be the one to save that person who helped me.

"I want to learn magic."

"....."

A smile formed at the corners of her lips, which had maintained an expressionless facade until now.

Of course, this applied to both of them.

***

"...Those two seem to be getting along really well. I guess they don't see us?"

...I never expected to be treated like this.
The emotion in her pink eyes clearly said as much.

What the Charlote family name meant—
In this Empire, it would be harder to find someone who didn't know.

Throughout her life, she had never been treated poorly anywhere, nor had she been disrespected because of her young age.

That's why this situation—
Being ignored and not receiving any special treatment—felt extremely unfamiliar to her.

*I think this is the first time I've been given absolutely no consideration, except for that guy.*

Even when dealing with professors, she had never once felt intimidated.

She had basically been attending the Academy just for appearance's sake...
She had been going there to collect rumors and information circulating among the children rather than for the class content.

So to be honest, even though everyone kept talking about the Director, she had never really felt that person was all that impressive...

*...That's a bit unexpected.*

Cold sweat formed involuntarily, and she found herself swallowing hard.
Just watching quietly, she could sense that she was no match for this opponent, setting off alarm bells throughout her body.

"...Is that really a human?"

"Isn't that too disrespectful to the Director?"

"Well, I mean... Wait, they called both of us here but they're the only ones talking!"

"I'm here too, you know?"

"Well, you're not human, so that's a bit of an exception."

"Hmm..."

...Why doesn't she seem to be agreeing?
Weren't elves supposed to dislike being called human?

Leaving Silvia to ponder for a moment, she began searching earnestly for someone to ask a more fundamental question.

Someone who could shake the foundation of this proposal.
The only way to extract herself from this situation.

"Excuse me, Saintess?"

"Yes?"

"If we say we can't agree to that plan, can you let us go just like this?"

After all, we don't necessarily need to throw ourselves into that fight.

Ch.373 - Kidnapping (End)
"...you're saying you won't go rescue him."

"Huh? No, I'm not saying I'll do it right away."

"...?"

"I was just wondering if there would be any disadvantages if I refused to help."

"..Ah."

It was a reasonable suspicion and a fair question.

After all, most people here had the same goal: to rescue that one person.

Which meant that unless someone was brave enough to risk their life for him, there was no real need to join the mission.

Though we didn't know where he was yet.
It certainly wouldn't be somewhere safe or comfortable.

People who would kidnap someone in broad daylight couldn't possibly be normal.

At the very least, we were dealing with a large criminal organization.
Or something even more sinister lurking in the shadows.

Not many people would willingly throw themselves into such danger.

Especially for just one boy, with no promise of treasure or reward.

Who would step forward when neither honor nor profit was guaranteed?

Even to the meticulous Charlotte, this whole situation seemed terribly wrong.

"The cost-benefit analysis is completely off."

"Cost-benefit...?"

"Yes, I secretly brought soldiers without my father knowing, all because I believed you. But if the goal is just to save one friend, that seems like a terrible deal for me."

"..Then let me ask you this. Do you think using your family's soldiers to save that one friend is a waste?"

"....Hmm."

This was a question even she couldn't easily answer.

In the past, she would have responded without hesitation.
She might have boldly declared he wasn't worth the effort.

But recently, he had shown such strange behavior.

First, he voluntarily left the family that had endured being called a disgrace.

Then suddenly he displayed surprising abilities and strength that amazed everyone.
And now, he had somehow gotten influential people from the empire to step forward for his sake.

"Albert was already his friend, so that makes sense... but I thought his relationship with Isabella had soured..."

She wasn't sure how he'd done it...
But he clearly had solid networking skills.

Now it seemed he even had connections with the Saintess.

Considering everything, her assessment was that "he's worth rescuing."

It was no small feat to form connections with the people gathered here.
But to build relationships strong enough that they would come to rescue him?

And if she and her family were among those connections?

"..Even if there's a link between the Reinhardt family and Jenison, this connection could be quite valuable."

And... personally, she wasn't entirely uninterested.
She figured he'd prefer being alive rather than dying in some unknown place.

"Alright, then I have a condition!"

"...A condition?"

"Yes! I'll leave out our family soldiers and participate alone. That works, right?"

"W-wait, when you say leave out the family soldiers...?"

"I mean exactly what I said—I'll go in alone without anyone else."

No matter how much she liked the idea, this was still a personal matter.

She couldn't use her family's precious resources for this.
Especially not the hunting dogs the family had carefully raised.

"If I sent them there... Father would truly punish me later."

"...Anyway, that's settled, so for now I'm participating alone!"

"Oh..."

"Don't worry though, I'll keep my promise to send them to the Order."

That's not such a bad deal, right?
She smiled brightly and extended her hand.

It was a signal—one that would become the catalyst for various families joining forces after a very long time.

***

Shortly after, the people gathered there began to disperse.

Meeting the Chairwoman was certainly no easy feat.
This was indeed a golden opportunity.

But in the end, only one person could receive direct instruction from the Chairwoman here—Isabella, who was second to none in the field of magic.

The others couldn't receive any teachings from her.
Their magical knowledge was far too lacking to benefit from her instruction.

Even Princess Silvia of the Elves, who showed some potential, used magic in a fundamentally different way from humans, making instruction impossible...

Moreover, none of the others present caught the Chairwoman's eye.

While they were all exceptional compared to their peers... well.
When compared to novice mages at the Magic Tower, most of them would be embarrassed to even mention magic.

In that state, they naturally wouldn't be able to understand the Chairwoman's lessons...
So they had no choice but to leave and go elsewhere.

"So, how will you teach us, Chairwoman?"

"First, I cannot personally teach everyone except Lady Isabella. So, we'll need help from others."

"Other people?"

"Yes, normally I would have called people myself, but... unfortunately we don't have much time now, so I'll introduce you to people I know well."

"..Introductions?"

What kind of people would they be?
Certainly not ordinary individuals.

If the Chairwoman herself was making the introduction...

They definitely wouldn't be ordinary people.
At the very least... they would be renowned in some field.

What could such people teach them?
This thought that crossed the children's minds gradually transformed into anticipation for what was to come.

While it was disappointing they couldn't learn directly from the Chairwoman, the prospect of learning something comparable made their hearts race.

"...I'm an elf, so what could I possibly learn from human teachings?"

"The Chairwoman is said to have lived much longer than most elves, so it will surely be helpful."

"Hmmmm..."

"Well, I'm going first then! See you all later!!"

And so one person disappeared.
Then another followed.

There was nothing more to gain here.
If they wanted to learn something more in this situation, it would be better to seek out the people the Chairwoman had introduced.

"I know where I'm headed, but how will you get in there? It's not a place that lets just anyone through."

"The Iris family isn't just anyone. Especially the eldest son."

"So you're going to use your family's authority to get in? That place won't let you in based on that alone."

"I've been personally interested in that place anyway. I'll use everything at my disposal to get in."

The places the Chairwoman introduced were all different.
As if different masters were waiting at each location.

The children set off toward their respective destinations with mixed feelings of excitement and anticipation. In the end, only the Saintess remained, along with Isabella and the Chairwoman who had agreed to be each other's teachers.

"...Everyone's gone."

"Then it seems it's time for us to go as well."

"Y-yes!"

"If you want to bring more people, Saintess, you should do so quickly."

The people I've introduced aren't exactly gentle in temperament.
If they've decided to teach, they'll likely try to complete the training quickly and perfectly.

"Of course, I'm the same. I value efficiency over the benefits of rest."

"...Huh?"

"Isabella, you'd better prepare yourself mentally."

I won't clean up if you throw up in the middle of training.

Isabella's lips twitched slightly.
Something felt... terribly, terribly wrong.

***

The sky is originally divided into two: night and day.
Like two sides of a coin. A kind of division, you might say.

Everything in this world cannot exist with just one side. If there is one thing, there must naturally be its opposite.

The same applies to night and day.
Even gods cannot escape this rule.

If there is a god of day, a god of light, then naturally there must also exist a god of night, a god of darkness...

Listen, those who have lived by the light all this time.
From now on, night will always be with you as well.

Night and darkness will be near, always seeking to destroy you.

Do not worry.
My children will be safe in that despair.

This is... yes, salvation.
A kind of salvation work.

A rigid regulation to push out all the corrupt humans from this land.

"...I understand, my mother."

"...Huh? What's that, did you receive some kind of revelation again?"

"...Yes, I did. So, gather them immediately."

We need to perform the ritual... a little faster.

Ch.374 - Escape (1)
Meanwhile, at the very moment his friends were one by one setting off on distant journeys with their growth as collateral.

The black-haired boy, who could never sit still, continued to rack his brain.

*...The guard rotation time seems to be between 30 and 40 minutes, from what I've counted.*

What would it feel like to spend an entire day just thinking? Especially while lying still with your eyes closed, unable to move your body as you please.

It might have been easier if he were physically restrained somewhere. At least then, his inability to move would be due to external pressure rather than his own will.

But staying completely still by choice, for several hours no less, was close to torture.

Even people with excellent concentration show minimal movements. Imagine the anxiety of a boy who can't move at all, can't see anything, and is constantly worried about being discovered...

It would undoubtedly be painful beyond words.

Or even if not quite that extreme, he would certainly be under comparable stress.

Most people fail to stay still for even 30 minutes. The boy would clearly not last long under such constraints.

...That is, if he were just an ordinary boy.

*There are five main operatives in total. Even if there are other helpers, they're likely just low-ranking members. I can safely assume none of them have power equal to those five...*

How many people have stayed awake for three consecutive days? And how many have maintained constant vigilance during that time, focusing their attention to monitor when a target might appear?

I guarantee there are almost none. Only someone with superhuman mental fortitude could accomplish such a feat.

Focusing on something for an entire day is difficult enough, but maintaining that focus after three sleepless nights is on an entirely different level.

With ordinary mental strength, one would likely fall asleep from exhaustion before even attempting it.

*I've done this sort of thing a few times before.*

So what about Jenison?
Despite his youthful appearance, he had weathered countless trials and calmly navigated life-threatening battlefields as if they were his own home.

His mental fortitude had expanded greatly over the years he had lived.
Thanks to that, he could endure the current situation without much emotional disturbance, simply persevering quietly.

He was the kind of person who could remain motionless for hours by sheer will, without any physical restraints, focusing solely on his thoughts despite any surrounding noise.

Without realizing it, the boy had gradually grown. Enough to face those demons he had long ago called monsters.

*They still think I'm unconscious... No, rather, they're not paying attention to me... Why?*

However, he needed to move extremely carefully in his current state.

No matter how much he concentrated, that fact wouldn't change.

Though it might not seem so while the ritual was still in preparation, surveillance was constantly monitoring his appearance even in this situation.

No matter how skilled he was at infiltration, moving recklessly in an unfamiliar place would be tantamount to suicide.

That's why he had remained still until now, only trying to figure out the guard rotation times.

*If I could just know the exact rotation times, I might find a way...*

But that was impossible. With his eyes closed, there was no way to tell the time.

In his current situation, the only information available came from his intuition. He had occasionally peeked through narrowed eyes to assess the situation, but that provided woefully insufficient information.

It wasn't as if he had a map showing the entire structure at a glance. This was a completely unfamiliar place he had never visited before.

*Even if I buy time with something made to imitate my body... it probably won't last very long.*

This meant that if he attempted an escape, he would need to complete everything within a very short time...

But how could that be possible when he didn't even know where he was? The place seemed quite large, so even if he understood the layout, escaping would take considerable time.

Let alone now, when he hadn't properly grasped even the basic nature of this place...

*...The chances are almost non-existent.*

This wasn't a figure of speech or an exaggeration, but the literal meaning of the words.

*The conditions are incredibly unfavorable... If only there were a weaker one among them, I could strike when they rotated shifts...*

But not just anyone. Among demons, such types were unlikely to exist.

It wasn't for nothing that such higher beings looked down on humans as mortals. They truly possessed power on a different level from ordinary people.

A demon's power could single-handedly turn an entire village into a wasteland, and stronger demons were said to be capable of waging war against entire nations alone.

..Of course, this wasn't something he had heard directly, but stories passed down through the church. Since demons appearing in the Empire was an extremely rare and unprecedented event, there was a significant lack of information.

*Why they suddenly appeared at this time... well, I think I can guess without needing an explanation.*

The problem was... how to escape from here now...
Honestly, causing a commotion wasn't an appealing option.

He didn't know when they might come running. Besides, information about them was still far too scarce.

Apart from the ones he had recently killed, he didn't know if they each had separate forces. If so, whether those forces also consisted of demons, or if they were just heretics who followed them, and so on.

Under the premise that knowledge is power, his combat effectiveness was severely lacking.

He clearly knew that information about the opponent was the most important factor in one-on-one combat, yet he lacked it.

*Strictly speaking, the current situation isn't exactly one-on-one combat... but that's not the important thing right now.*

He began to gradually create something in his hand hidden behind his back, being as careful as possible not to be discovered.

As discreetly and quietly as possible.

Eventually, a cylindrical object began to take shape under his touch.

This would probably become the finger of a doll.

*Since I can't see my face right now, I won't be able to replicate it perfectly...*

Still, he could make something reasonably similar. It's not like he had never seen his own face before, so that much should be possible.

And in the current situation, that would be more than enough. Unless someone was extremely meticulous, they wouldn't closely examine the face of an unconscious person.

They would think that as long as he didn't wake up, there would be no interference with their plans. Therefore, they wouldn't want to provide any reason to wake him up.

In fact, while some had come to check on his condition, not a single one had tried to closely examine his consciousness. This made his reasoning quite convincing.

*And... this is probably the shift change period now.*

With a rapid flurry of movement, something began to emerge from his hand at a speed incomparable to before.

Normally, such synthesis would require proper payment of a price, but given the current circumstances, he had to resort to somewhat unorthodox methods.

To be honest, rather than unorthodox, it was closer to a synthesis method that only he in the world could use.

≪Analyzing materials according to user's requirements.≫
≪Extracting materials from nearby environment and restructuring...≫
≪Entity 'Ibedia' is wondering what you're doing getting caught like this...≫

*...It's surprisingly useful at times like this.*

Though it was a bit annoying that it was only useful in such situations, he couldn't deny that it came through in important moments.

While its performance was far too inadequate to be called a gift directly from God... having it had only brought good things, not bad.

Silently offering a small thanks, he finally completed the synthesis without being discovered by anyone.

Another version of himself, almost perfectly resembling him.

*...Now, all that's left is to leave this behind and get out... but how do I get out of here?*

As his eyes finally opened fully, he saw iron bars positioned right in front of him.

Ch.375 - Escape (2)
It was late in the evening.
Not a single bird was flying at this late hour.

I was continuously wandering through a strange place where I could barely see a step ahead of me.

I still didn't know where I was.
But I couldn't just stop and stay still.

I had no choice but to keep running and hiding.

*This surveillance isn't as strict as I expected.*

No joke, this level of security felt like that of a lower noble's residence with decent defenses.

Of course, even that wasn't particularly easy to breach...
But still, to kidnap someone and bring them to a place with such lax security?

Whether it was arrogance or impudence, I couldn't understand this approach at all.

*It works in my favor, but isn't this a bit... too much?*

It made me feel foolish for being so tense just moments ago.

If I'd known it would be this easy to escape, I would have done this from the start.
Why did I waste time pretending to be unconscious out of needless fear?

*If I'd known, I would have left much earlier. Why did I spend all that time...*

"...?!"

I quickly hid myself.
I sensed something, a presence in the distance.

It was such a faint movement that calling it a "presence" seemed almost embarrassing, but nevertheless, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was there.

*...Maybe I should wait a bit?*

It's not like I had any urgent business anyway.
It wouldn't hurt to stay put and wait for a while.

If nothing else, caution was paramount in this situation.

After everything I'd been through to get here.
Thinking about how focused I'd been all this time still made my hands tremble.

At the very least, getting recaptured was absolutely not an option...

"What is that?"

...Oh no.
I was so surprised I spoke out loud.

I quickly covered my mouth before saying anything more, and carefully examined whatever was standing before me.

*...A person? No, it doesn't seem human.*

It had arms and legs and a humanoid form, but it definitely wasn't human.

Even in this situation, I couldn't hear any breathing sounds that a living being should make.

Even though I had almost reached its back.

*This is...*

A hard, rough texture.
Something in human form but definitely not human.

Having finally approached close enough, I realized what was blocking my path.

*...A golem? No, more like... a doll?*

Golem.
A metal creation made by humans.

A creation of magicians designed to complement human strength and overcome physical limitations, something that has appeared quite frequently in novels and other media.

It varies depending on the situation... but in this world, golems were typically used for transportation, as far as I knew.

The fact that this golem was made in human form meant it definitely wasn't for transportation.

If it was just for moving cargo, there were plenty of better forms available.
Why insist on a human shape that couldn't carry much at once?

This golem was clearly made for some other purpose.

*Perhaps... to eliminate... intruders?!*

-....Whirr.

I looked up at the strange sound and saw the golem's head, now glowing red, staring at me.

As if it were monitoring me.

Even when I startled and pulled back, nothing changed.
It just stood there, continuing to stare at me without really moving.

The red light dotted my black clothes.
I didn't know why, but I felt that I shouldn't let this light keep watching me.

Was that why?

When I came to my senses, I already had a sharp dagger in my hand.

Like an ancient warrior about to throw a spear.
Stretching my arm back, preparing to throw.

"...This is my first time fighting a golem."

Especially under conditions where I needed to be quiet.

***

When is a person, or rather, a sentient being, most off guard?

Well, that differs for each individual.
Tension is, after all, a relative concept.

So I had no way of knowing when or where these creatures would be most off guard.

Yes. Back when I had to desperately pretend to be asleep.

*...At least now I can move with some certainty.*

There must be other openings if I look for them.
Otherwise, I wouldn't be able to roam around outside like this.

*I wouldn't be able to do something this crazy.*

...Fighting openly in enemy territory.
If the guys I used to hang out with heard about this, they'd mock me as a complete madman.

As I've already mentioned once, what I learned wasn't anything special—it was simply the most effective way to kill someone.

Whether killing them secretly when no one was around.
Or with poison, or by some other method.

Killing others was my job and my daily life.

...Yes.
Targets that could be killed by such methods.

*...How do you kill a golem?*

Let me say this upfront: my knowledge about golems was practically nonexistent.

I hadn't properly attended classes.
And my knowledge of magic, which is crucial for creating golems, was literally at the level of a newborn taking its first steps.

If it were my sister Aria, known as a magic prodigy, or Isabella, who was born into a magical family and had consistently shown impressive results in magic, it might be different. But as I was now, there was nothing I could do against that golem.

To completely destroy a golem, you typically need to destroy its core.
But I lacked the ability to identify where that core was located.

If the core was exposed, it could be easily identified with the naked eye, but if not, that was a different story.

Most combat golems have their cores embedded inside.
And to destroy what's inside, you need magic to analyze the interior...

Unfortunately, I didn't have that ability.
The simple basic magic I had learned didn't include such sophisticated functions.

Dragon Language... might make it possible somehow...

But using that in a situation where those guys might come to capture me again was too risky.

I was still quite low on stamina.
Even one use of Dragon Language would make me stagger, and I couldn't continue fighting in that state.

The best option available to me now was to simply use my physical body and senses to destroy the core that should be embedded in that golem.

Of course, whether that would work as intended was another matter entirely.

"Haah..."

This thing is seriously tough.
I can't help but sigh.

When you swing a knife, you should feel like you're doing some damage, but this...

Clang clang clang clang clang-!!

*It just keeps bouncing off. How am I supposed to know where anything is?*

If it at least showed some defensive posture, I might understand.
But unfortunately, this thing knew its strengths all too well.

It had been using its hard body as a weapon, continuously pushing toward me.

The classic all-out attack strategy.
Completely abandoning defense, focusing solely on charging forward like a madman.

Well, seeing how my blade couldn't penetrate at all, it wasn't entirely a wrong strategy...

From my perspective as the opponent, it wasn't such a bad strategy.

Completely neglecting defense meant
that my attack would eventually land properly at some point.

From then on, it would just be a matter of attack power, not whether the attack would land or not, which wasn't so bad.

The problem was whether I had enough strength left to deliver an attack with that much power...

*There is... a way.*

Could I use it without being detected?

More than anything else, that was the real issue for me.

***

Meanwhile, at that time.
The Reinhardt mansion was still as busy as ever.

While the young lady who had not yet properly inherited the position of family head continued her endless work, someone else began to visit their mansion.

"Um, excuse me."

"Sip... sip... mmm, cup... hm? Who are you?"

The difference from usual was that
unlike others, these visitors hadn't come to see the family head.

"I, uh, was referred by the Academy's director...?"

"...What?"

They had come looking for a wolf hiding under the lion's house, enjoying a rare moment of peace.

"I don't even know who that is."

"...Pardon?"

A stupid expression, unbecoming of someone named Iris, quickly took over his face.

Ch.376 - Escape (3)
The old man...no, that massive thing that was now almost embarrassingly large to call an old man, was perplexed.

About this current situation.
Despite having captured the sacrifice, they were simply leaving it unattended.

It felt extremely strange to him.

"...Hmm. I'm not sure if this is really the right choice."

"What's up, old man? What are you thinking about now?"

"...You brat, I've repeatedly pointed out your filthy manner of speaking. Yet you still show no signs of improvement."

It would be nice if he showed some signs of improvement...
Tsk tsk, he clicked his tongue a couple of times and focused again on the experiment before him.

The shadow in the form of a young man looked at him curiously.

"Old man, what's wrong?"

The old man he knew wasn't like this.

Almost every time, or perhaps always would be more accurate, he was someone who constantly nagged.

Occasionally he would show a magnanimous side.
As he went around in the form of an old man, he gradually began to display a personality that matched his appearance.

"Where did all your usual nitpicking go? You're not saying anything to me now either."

When the old man acted like this, it meant only one thing—he was hiding his thoughts.

And not for some grand reason.
Just simply concealing something that was somewhat awkward to discuss.

He didn't like seeing the old man like this.

Since he regarded the old man almost like a father.
Whatever problem was troubling him, he didn't particularly welcome this behavior.

"What's the problem now? Is your research not going well? What are you worried about?!"

"..Be quiet. Even if I told you, you wouldn't understand my concerns anyway..."

"Oh come on, old geezer, stop ignoring me and just tell me!"

He clung to him like a cicada, throwing a tantrum repeatedly.

The old man, quite accustomed to such situations.
Since it was burdensome to completely shake off someone who kept clinging so persistently without tiring.

In the end, the one who always gave in was, as usual, the old man.

"..Haa, alright, alright!! I'll tell you, so just get off me! I'm dying here!!!"

"Oh."

..As soon as he said he'd tell him, the guy detached himself like a ghost.
Watching this scene, the old man's eyes twisted slightly.

His already severe wrinkles deepened even more.

"So, what's it about? Why are you acting like this? Everything's going well, isn't it?"

"...Going well? What is?"

"...Huh? No, we successfully kidnapped the vessel. Now we just need to wait patiently. Isn't that going well?"

"....Haa."

This guy who knows one thing but not the other.
That's why the other kids call him stupid.

Sighing deeply, the old man began to continue the conversation.

"..I'm saying this now, but don't you think we're being too relaxed?"

"Relaxed?"

"Yes, relaxed."

We've captured the sacrifice but aren't taking any precautions.
Nor are we making efforts to accelerate the ritual.

How can this not be considered relaxed?

"Frankly speaking, what have we done since capturing that child? Have we done anything besides sitting there wagging our tails like dogs waiting to be fed?"

"....."

"Everyone's lost their minds. This is a ritual to resurrect Mother, of all things, how can we be so relaxed?"

"......"

"If I had my way, I'd like to proceed with the ritual by myself right now...haa...never mind."

As if he had much to say but chose not to continue, the old man cut off his words.
Almost simultaneously, the young man who had been silently watching him began to speak.

"...Are you done talking?"

"....I'm sorry, I must have shown you an unsightly side of me."

"No, but seriously. We've come this far, what could possibly happen now? Right, old man?"

"...There's always the possibility of 'what if.'"

"Come on... that can't be right? You've even placed those strange creatures everywhere to prepare for any situation, haven't you? Wasn't that your work?"

"..That's true, but no...more importantly, strange creatures?! How can you call my masterpiece...?"

"Honestly, they do look ugly. But their performance is good."

Anyway, with those in place, everything should be fine, right?
They should be able to block most variables, so what's there to worry about?

***

There are many ways to break a hard object.

Either hit it with something harder.
Or drop it from a high place.

There are quite a few methods, but the point is almost the same.

Breaking it using an object with greater hardness.

If nothing else, it was a method with guaranteed effectiveness.
That's why other methods are rarely used in daily life.

But...in a situation like this.

'I guess I have no choice but to try.'

In this situation, finding an object harder than that thing was nearly impossible.

I don't know exactly how hard it is.
But it seems to be far beyond the hardness of ordinary steel.

The fact that my attacks keep bouncing off with a ping sound despite being infused with mana meant it far exceeded ordinary hardness.

In other words, the knife I'm holding now can't even scratch it.

'...The more I think about it, the more unfair this is.'

I thought I had grown somewhat.
I thought I had become stronger to some extent.

Why do these bastards always bring such things to trouble me?

It was the same with the Order, and in the Forest of Elves.
Almost every time. These bastards appear before me to interfere and torment me.

Just because I'm the most suitable sacrifice for their ritual.

Because of that.
Because of their circumstances that I don't even understand.

Thinking about how I'm suffering like this made me extremely irritated.

To the point where I wanted to smash anything in front of me right now.

"....."

Silently, I disassembled the knife in my hand and changed it into a hammer.
A pointed hammer, what's commonly called an inspection hammer.

While other hammers are meant for driving things in, this one is the opposite.

It's closer to a demolition tool that concentrates force on a single point to destroy something.

This would be more efficient than a soft, tender blade.
I can apply force better, especially if the goal is to break something.

Clang, clang-clang-clang-!
Thud, clang..thud-thud-thud-thud-!

However, despite my best efforts, my hammering continued to bounce off its skin without leaving even a scratch.

Even with mana infusion, even with increased hammer hardness.
My attacks couldn't properly penetrate its skin.

Due to the constantly rebounding attacks, my arms were becoming numb.

'..At this rate, I'll just be wasting time.'

Another method...is there none?
I turned my head around, looking in all directions.

Just in case, really just in case, there might be something here that could help overcome this situation.

Of course, no matter how much I searched, there was nothing.
So I had no choice but to turn my head forward again.

..Well, these bastards aren't stupid.

They wouldn't have conveniently placed something that could deal with the guard near it.

..My legs were starting to give out.
It seems the cause was being in the same position for too long...

At this rate, I probably wouldn't be able to maintain this situation for long.

My leg strength would continue to drain..
And naturally, it would become harder to dodge these attacks each time.

Even now, it keeps charging recklessly, and honestly, if I took just one direct hit, I was confident I would stagger.

Force is proportional to mass and velocity.
With such a heavy attack at this speed, the impact on me would be tremendous.

In the end, there weren't many options left.
Either somehow shake this thing off and escape.

Or somehow smash it right here and continue with the escape.

Since the former is practically impossible.
The only method I can set up now is the latter.

Of course, it's not like there's absolutely no way to take it down right now, but...

'Dragon Language is not an option.'

Unless I'm about to collapse right now, I absolutely must not use that method.
I might encounter other enemies elsewhere later, so...

It was a choice with too much risk to use such a golden opportunity right now.

'..Come to think of it, I think I heard about it once, a very long time ago.'

What was it...
Something about rocks cracking on their own when rapidly cooled?

I've heard that they crack naturally because they can't withstand the sudden volume expansion, but honestly, I'm not sure if it would actually work.

There's nothing suitable around to use for an improvised attempt..
And in this situation, I'm not sure if that would be an effective method anyway.

..But, it's also true that I can't just keep stalling like this....

'...Should I take a gamble?'

In the end, there was only one option to choose.

After all, there is no future for those who don't move forward.
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A human cannot defeat a tank with their bare body.
This is a fact so obvious that everyone knows it.

But that doesn't mean there's absolutely no possibility for a human to defeat a tank with their bare body.

Simply put, you just need a body harder than the tank.
And enough strength to surpass it.

Of course, it might sound impossible, but with mana, it's not entirely out of reach.

If you use mana to push your physical strength to its limits.
I've heard well-trained people can exert force comparable to a battering ram.

At that point, no matter what kind of tank it is, you could surely destroy it at will.

BOOM, BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-!!
THUD-THUD-THUD-THUD-THUD!!!

"Please just be quiet when you come..!!"

Unfortunately, my current body falls far short compared to such physiques.

I hadn't been negligent, but I hadn't trained that diligently either.
And I wasn't proficient enough with mana to push my body to its absolute limits.

At this rate, I would naturally continue to be helplessly beaten.

So I had to try.
The only way to escape this situation.

Honestly, I don't know if it will work.
But I thought anything would be better than just dodging attacks and wasting time.

This opponent isn't the only one I have to fight.
With more and stronger enemies ahead, if I exhaust myself on this one, there would be no hope for me going forward.

*The method I found is almost like a trick, but without it, I don't think I could even scratch that hard skin.*

The method I found was simple.
Literally, freeze its body and make it explode.

Assuming it's a golem, its body must be filled with various magical engineering facilities.

If that's the case, if I can freeze those parts, I might be able to stop its movement somehow.

Of course, there are many ways without freezing it.
Setting it on fire or somehow damaging it would naturally stop its movement.

But in the current situation, this was the only method that would work against it.

Because of its extremely hard armor or whatever it is, impacts wouldn't properly transfer to the inside.
And even if I set it on fire, there's nothing to burn, so it would quickly die out.

It doesn't seem like it would overheat either...
The chances of it stopping on its own from exhaustion are extremely slim.

But if I could freeze the entire thing, that's a different story.

If I can freeze it.
It won't move no matter what I do.

Of course, the process won't be smooth, but that didn't matter.

Whatever happens, it couldn't get worse than the current situation.

*I don't know that many spells, but...*

I could easily imbue an object with cold energy.

In situations like this, you always need a medium to cast magic.
Fortunately, everything I've created serves that purpose perfectly, so that's not an issue.

The most important thing now was whether that attack could completely freeze its body.

*I'm not sure if my mana is enough for that.*

Unfortunately, the spells used in these cases are all affected by the user's mana capacity.

To completely freeze something of that size...
It would probably require the mana of at least two decent mages.

This was very unfortunate news for someone like me who hadn't specifically trained in magic, but I couldn't just sit still either.

If I didn't solve this situation somehow, things would get even harder later.
My anxiety was growing as it was almost time for my body double to be discovered.

*How should I handle this...*

The current situation wasn't conducive to figuring out how to overcome this.

Even at this moment, it was relentlessly charging at me, and my legs were starting to beg for surrender.

I felt like I could hold out a bit longer, but the outcome was obvious if things continued like this.

The cardiopulmonary endurance that humans naturally have.
It doesn't have that, but I do.

*If I'm bound to get tired first, I need to resolve this situation quickly.*

...Ah, whatever.
Let's just try it and think about it afterward.

Since when did I fight by analyzing my opponents?

This is just giving me a headache.
It's not helping the current situation at all.

"....."

The hammer again.
The sword was useless in this situation.

Why use a weapon that doesn't even leave a scratch no matter how many times I strike?

Right now, a blunt weapon with at least some impact would be much more helpful.

At least I wouldn't risk injuring my wrist when attacks bounce off the hard armor.
And I wouldn't need to use unnecessary strength, naturally saving energy.

*First, ice.*

Hissssss-
Cold energy that was palpable even to the skin began to settle on the blunt hammer head.

At this level, it might instantly freeze water of any temperature.

But whether it would work on this thing was another question.

Most golems tend to perform tasks impossible for humans.
They're made to adapt to most environments from the start.

If my guess is correct, this one probably belongs to that category...?

CLANG-!

*Damn it!*

Just as I thought.
No way something like this would work.

My best attack, unfortunately, only managed to slightly freeze its armor.

And by "slightly," I mean it was more like a thin layer of frost that formed on its skin for a moment before breaking.

Of course, if attacks that weren't working before suddenly started working now, that would be suspicious in its own way.

But...even so, for it to deflect so weakly...

Usually by this point, at least one attack should have worked.
I never imagined it would be completely ineffective.

And worse, I couldn't even see any small seams that might be vulnerable in this situation...

"...Oh."

...Found it. A seam.
Or rather, a small gap.

A gap so inconspicuous I couldn't tell exactly how long it had been there.

It was literally as thin as a spider's web, but right now, there was nowhere else to target.

*That size seems too small even for a blade.*

Most blades would struggle to even insert their tip.
Daggers would repeatedly stab around the gap before giving up.

To properly penetrate that gap and cause damage, you'd need something much thinner than a regular knife.

Like a pin used to pick locks.

*But I have something better.*

I ignored everything else and created another dagger, different from before.
This one had a much smaller and thinner blade.

The reason most people would find it difficult to target that spot is that they wouldn't typically carry something effective for striking such a place.

Fortunately, I was free from such constraints.
I could create something new whenever I wanted.

The structure was so simple that I didn't need to learn any special design methods, and if I could just insert the blade in there, the rest would be easy...

"Is this what they call a good match-up?"

Not the words you'd expect from someone who had invested dozens of minutes fighting this thing.

***

At that very moment.
In a dark laboratory.

Demons waiting patiently for time to pass while keeping a boy captive.
And among them, the most eccentric and peculiar demon.

[System down, System down]

"....Hmm?"

Something that shouldn't be heard reached his ears.

[Unit 1, ceasing operation due to unexplained cooling.]

"...Cooling? Unit 1?"

[Stopping operation...]

"...Huh, that can't...be."

Yaaawn..
Despite the cute yawn, she wore a rather fierce expression.

"..Why did Unit 1 get cooled? I clearly told it to stay in place."

[Operation has stopped. We recommend repairs as soon as possible...]

"...Could there be some kind of problem?"

Her sleepy gaze began to shift elsewhere.
Specifically, toward the foundation where a ceremony might soon take place.
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Dealing with the golem was much faster than I expected.

It was still the same problem—my attacks couldn't penetrate its outer shell.
But once I figured out how to infiltrate it with cold energy, the rest was completely easy.

No matter how small those seams were, it didn't really matter to me.

After all, as long as there was even the tiniest gap, my attack could always find its way in.

If the inside wasn't perfectly sealed, I could target that weakness all I wanted.
The proof was right in front of me—the creature that had seemed invincible now lay collapsed.

"This is exhausting as hell, though."

Even considering that, my current condition was far from optimal.

My head was buzzing, my eyes felt like they were being stabbed with fatigue.
Even the sword in my hand was becoming too heavy to hold.

I'd already wasted enough time, and if I was in this condition just getting this far...

"Moving forward is going to be really difficult..."

If there were a place where I could rest comfortably, it might be different.
But hoping for such a place in my current situation was too much to ask for.

A fugitive who escaped from prison wouldn't easily find somewhere to rest peacefully.

All I could hope for now was that the pursuit would be delayed as much as possible.
I wasn't expecting some comfortable resting place to magically appear out of nowhere.

"...I should get out of here first and then figure things out."

I'd caused quite a commotion, so they'd be coming soon.
Even if the higher-ups didn't come, their subordinates certainly would.

The best choice right now was to hide myself in preparation for that.

The problem was... I didn't know the layout of this place.
Even if I went somewhere else, I couldn't be sure I could avoid them there.

Despite that, I had no other options in my current state.

I just had to keep moving forward.

"Damn it... seriously."

I knew this anger would never subside unless I got out of here and someday put a blade through their heads.

***

The House of Reinhardt.
When asked about their standing in the Empire, many people would say:

"If you don't want to die, just know your place and grovel."

Their prestige remained strong, and despite recent unsettling rumors, the reputation they had built over the years wouldn't crumble so easily.

In fact, the Empire still maintained the balance of the Four Great Houses.
At the same time, they hadn't directly diminished the Reinhardt family's standing.

That alone demonstrated how exceptional the honor and reputation of House Reinhardt was—no further explanation needed.

It indirectly proved that the Empire knew that persecuting them without reason could lead to unpredictable consequences.

"Um... by the way, may I ask which family you belong to?"

"Family? I don't have anything like that."

"....Oh."

That's why Iris wondered.
Why, of all places, would someone like this be in House Reinhardt?

She knew well that judging people by appearance wasn't good.
She also knew that information gained that way wasn't particularly objective.

But it was undeniable that first impressions influenced how people perceived others.

Looking at this unknown freeloader, what came to mind was the image of beggars from the slums.

"...I'm sure the Director told me to come here."

Judging by appearance, he looked like an ordinary beggar.
There was no trace of anything that would mark him as a mage.

The only positive thing was that his body seemed somewhat trained...

But that was common among most knights, and you could find plenty of knights trained to that degree with minimal searching.

In other words, he didn't seem worth the trouble of coming to find.

She knew she shouldn't think this way.
But honestly, she felt it would be better to learn from the family's other knights than from someone like this.

It wasn't strange to think that way—the man's appearance was shabby and disheveled, not at all suitable for someone in a teaching position.

"I don't know why the Director told me to come to House Reinhardt, but even so, learning from someone like this seems..."

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"...Ah."

After contemplating for a while with him right in front of her,
finally, Aria Reinhardt, the current head of House Reinhardt, appeared before them.

Of course, for him who had been acquainted with Jenison, she was just his friend's younger sister whom he had met a few times before.

"Aria, it's been a while."

"It has been. How is my brother doing?"

"...Well, about that."

It was a perfectly natural question from her, who naturally assumed her brother was still at the Academy, but it was quite difficult for him to answer.

After all, Jenison had completely disappeared from the Academy.
In the current situation where the exact circumstances weren't properly understood, he couldn't just say anything.

"He should be... doing well. I haven't seen him recently, so I don't have much to say."

"Is that so... Well, he's always liked going off on his own."

"Really? To me, he just looked like a kid who enjoyed wandering around wherever he pleased."

"....?"

She was a bit taken aback by the voice that suddenly joined the conversation.

No matter how much of a guest he was to the family, he was just a freeloader.
For such a person to interrupt a conversation between the current head of House Reinhardt and someone else?

In his mind, accustomed to the class system, this was something that should never happen and could never happen.

"...Excuse me, but who might this person be?"

"Oh, him?"

"...Him?"

For a moment, his brain stopped working.
Him? The head of House Reinhardt using honorifics?

He knew her well.
Not just as his friend's sister, but she was also known as a prodigy at the Academy.

In House Reinhardt, famous for swordsmanship, a genius mage was born—one whose talent could be compared to Isabella's. Such rumors were bound to spread.

Which meant she was exceptionally intelligent compared to others...

And such a person was now using honorifics toward someone else?
A person who surely knew what it meant to be the head of House Reinhardt?

Although it hadn't been officially announced that the head had changed, almost everyone already knew.

The Duke of Reinhardt's whereabouts were unknown.
With no other suitable successor, her succession to the family headship was practically confirmed.

No matter how much the subordinate houses might protest, as long as there were no significant flaws in the heir candidate, it was natural for her to inherit the position.

"...But for someone who's confirmed to inherit the headship to use honorifics toward someone else...?"

She wasn't the type to speak nonsense.
Which meant this person was truly that remarkable?

The boy's mind began to spin rapidly.

Who exactly was this person?
Was he someone with enough merit that the Director personally told him to visit?

The boy began to think and ponder very, very hard.

"By the way, miss, who is this kid coming here so late at night? Aren't you tired?"

"He's my brother's friend. And also the heir of one of the Four Great Houses, like me."

"...That guy actually had friends?"

He frowned as if he'd heard something unbelievable.

Just like before, and now again.
These were absolutely not things one should say to someone in the position of family head.

So... really...?

"...Aria, can you not tell me who this person is?"

"Ah, this person is... well... hmm."

Seeing her hesitate, his suspicions grew even stronger.

Who was he?
Was there such a person in another family that he knew of?

As far as he knew, among the families famous enough to associate with House Reinhardt and create such a casual atmosphere, there was no one like this.

Which meant there was a high possibility that he came from a family or place unknown to him...

Would such a person have any reason to stay at House Reinhardt?
Not just anywhere, but here—currently the hottest topic in the Empire?

As his mind became increasingly complicated, the man who had been directly receiving his gaze finally began to speak slowly.

"I'm this kid's brother's teacher. Just know me as that."

"...Teacher? A teacher?"

Somehow, his mind felt even more confused.
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What does it mean to become someone's teacher?
Most people give the same answer to this question.

It means passing on everything you know—literally becoming a part of someone's life.

That's why most nobles don't choose their teachers carelessly.

Even finding someone for relatively simple home education typically takes three full days. Finding someone to teach basic knowledge, culture, and etiquette often takes twice as long.

This is partly because the quality of the teacher matters, but more importantly, in noble society, a teacher's reputation directly affects the child's honor.

Information flows freely among nobles. What if you choose someone considered far beneath your station as your teacher?

How would others view that student?

The result is obvious without saying it. After all, these are people who prioritize their honor above their own lives.

That's why nobles, especially the children of marquises and dukes, tend to be extremely careful when choosing their teachers.

They've been taught this way since childhood. Sometimes they grow up watching their parents search for teachers day and night for a week straight.

Even if they want to do things their own way, it's a matter tied to family honor, so they have no real choice.

"But... of all people, Jenison took on a disciple?"

That's why the boy couldn't help feeling confused.

Who was Jenison anyway?
Though he'd clearly changed now, he used to be a bundle of pride and arrogance.

He was the very definition of an "average noble."

Of course, his behavior now suggested he'd become a completely different person, but... the boy still thought, just a little...

That even if he seemed completely transformed now, he surely couldn't have changed certain old habits.

Finding a renowned tutor was an ancient tradition in noble society, and in that respect, he thought Jenison wouldn't have changed much.

What does it mean to be a teacher?
How much could you learn from someone inferior to yourself?

Unless you learn from someone at least slightly better than yourself, such a teacher would be worse than having none at all.

And that meant Jenison must have thought this person before him was superior to himself...

"But in what way?"

Judging by appearance alone, he looked like a beggar from the streets.
His bushy beard and disheveled appearance were enough to kill one's appetite.

The aura emanating from his body didn't seem particularly impressive, and his hands showed no calluses, suggesting he hadn't handled many weapons.

But... but why?
What did Jenison see in this person to accept him as a teacher?

And did the chairman really intend to introduce him to this person staying at the Reinhardt household?

The boy's mind began spinning faster than ever before.
If nothing else, there was no time to waste in this situation, so he naturally had to take it seriously.

"He doesn't seem to be lying."

Despite appearances, he was a merchant's son.
Not just any merchant, but the son of the head of the largest trading company in the empire and the Duke Iris family.

He had been trained since childhood to discern the truth in people's words, and had similarly built considerable skill in various other refinements.

That's why he had no choice but to believe what the man was saying now.

"Excuse me."

"...Ah. Sorry. I was just thinking about something else..."

"No, it's fine. By the way, didn't my brother come with you this time?"

"...You mean Jenison?"

"Yes."

"That... guy is... right now..."

His words halted momentarily.
He wondered if he should tell her, Jenison's sister, about the current situation.

Even though it was already decided that she would inherit the position of head of the Reinhardt family, there wasn't much time to waste in the current situation.

If he told her everything as it was... she would probably want to move immediately.
And naturally, others who had been eyeing her vacant position would surface.

He didn't think that was what Jenison would want.
No matter how much she herself might want it, Jenison wasn't the type to tolerate being a hindrance.

He thought that even for someone not present, if they were friends, one should respect their wishes first.

"He's probably fine. You know him well. That guy might wander around, but he's not the type to get himself killed."

"I know that... but that's why I worry even more."

"Don't worry. Like I said, he's not the type to get himself killed. In cases like this, no news is often good news."

His words of comfort seemed to work, as Aria's expression noticeably brightened afterward.

Almost simultaneously, a clear sound he had never heard before began to echo in his head.

[That's a lie, isn't it?]

"...!!"

A new method of sound transmission he had never experienced before.
Rather than hearing it, it felt like reading something written directly in his mind.

At the same time, his gaze darted around like a pinwheel.

He had heard this voice before.
Or more precisely... he had heard a very similar voice.

And just now, too recently to even call it "recent."

"...Is it that person?"

[Oh, you have quite good intuition.]

The eyes of the man who met his gaze narrowed lazily.
Almost simultaneously, he could finally confirm that this man was the one who had sent the voice.

The method... was still mostly a mystery, but in this space, only one person could perform such a technique.

A simple process of elimination that didn't even require deduction.

It couldn't have been Aria, as the tone of voice didn't match.
And he certainly hadn't spoken to himself, so the only one left was this man.

"How can he communicate with someone else with such precise sound quality?"

As far as he knew, there was no magical device visible here.
At least, not unless some new magical device had been invented without his knowledge.

Besides, even if such a device had been invented, the likelihood that the man before him would possess such a valuable item was extremely low.

Even Aria, who was effectively the head of the Reinhardt family, seemed to have no idea what was happening, so...

Unless he had the gall to use an unauthorized magical device in the Reinhardt household, it couldn't be that.
And unless the current head of the Reinhardt family was incompetent, the probability that this phenomenon was caused by a magical device was infinitesimally small.

Which meant, in other words, that this was entirely the work of one person's ability...

"Is that even possible?"

To recreate such amazingly precise sound quality with mana?
And in this way, making it resonate directly in someone's mind?

It was something he had never even imagined before, let alone attempted, but it didn't seem easy at all.

He didn't understand the principles, and no one had ever tried such a thing before.

Magic that secretly conveyed one's intentions while hiding from others had been developed in other directions long ago, and even those who created such magic didn't use their own spells skillfully very often.

The only users were secretive families like the Charlotte family. What use would there be in developing such magic further?

Many magicians had already decided it was better to focus on other areas.
As a result, this kind of magic had long lost its proper use and purpose.

Unless someone had forcibly maintained its lineage from long ago, it would be nearly impossible to develop the magic to such a precise level.

"It doesn't seem to be magic, so... some other method?"

[Like friend, like friend—analyzing everything from the start.]

"...?"

Suddenly interrupted again by the man's voice, he looked up.

...Could he possibly be reading my thoughts?

[What, boy, is this your first time seeing someone read thoughts?]

It was a truly brazen statement.
Enough to make all his previous thoughts about why he had come here seem pointless.
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"...How did you do that?"

[What? No... before that, when did we meet that you're speaking so casually to me?]

"...I believe I'm being respectful."

[A guy full of suspicion without the slightest intention of showing respect, you think just using polite language counts as showing respect and courtesy?]

...He even figured that out.
Honestly, I didn't think I'd shown it outwardly.

But regardless, I couldn't help being suspicious of a strange person I was meeting for the first time today.

Even if the person vouching for him was my close friend's sibling.
In the end, he was a complete stranger with no connection to me whatsoever.

In such situations, the boy had never learned to put himself at a disadvantage.

Growing up as the son of a merchant guild leader and the eldest son of a duke's family, all the education he had received had heightened his wariness to its limit.

"Even if I might not be suspicious of others, how could I not be wary of someone I'm meeting for the first time today who claims to be my friend's master?"

[...Friend? You're friends with that ill-mannered bastard?]

"Ill-mannered..."

...He is, isn't he?
Thinking about it, that wasn't entirely wrong.

Although he had been behaving quite differently from before, he still remained snippy with everyone else.

Using a distant tone with everyone.
And being excessively kind to those around him.

Pretending not to care about others but clearly paying attention to those close to him.

I had to admit he was ill-mannered.
But to say he was just ill-mannered wasn't quite accurate.

"Despite appearances, he's an impressive person. If you're really his master, you'd know that."

[.....]

The voice that had been speaking in his head just moments ago fell silent for a while.

He knew all too well that this was nothing but silent agreement.

"You've probably heard about what he's been doing recently, and if you're really his master, you'd know what kind of power he possesses."

[.....]

"Such overwhelming power naturally attracts people who want to exploit it, so my wariness is only natural. I trust you understand."

[..He's still just a kid after all.]

An indescribably complex emotion could be felt in the man's voice.

How to put it... he seemed proud, but also somewhat wounded in his pride... something like that?

I wasn't sure why his pride was hurt, but at least one thing was clear: he didn't seem to dislike his disciple Jenison.

"..Well, if he truly disliked him, he wouldn't be staying at the Reinhardt household like this."

Staying in a place where that disliked person might frequently visit meant he didn't care how often they might encounter each other.

Someone who truly dislikes another person would never do that.
They would hate even seeing them and would try to avoid meeting them by any means possible.

From that perspective, the man's current reaction was closer to simply not having any particular feelings rather than disliking him.

It might not sound very positive... but at least it was a hundred, a thousand times better than disliking the other person.

In the current situation, it was clear that anyone would think the same.

"By the way, since we're here... could you perhaps grant me a favor?"

"...Ah, a favor? Alright. As long as it's not unreasonable, I'll do what I can."

"Thank you. Then..."

As he continued his thoughts, Aria, who had been quietly observing their silent conversation, suddenly interjected.

A favor... what kind of favor?
What could the head of the Reinhardt family possibly need to ask for?

He pondered seriously for a moment but couldn't think of anything suitable.

"..If the head of the Reinhardt family can't obtain it, it would be difficult for us to guarantee we could get it either."

The reputation of the Reinhardt family was well-known throughout the empire.

If such a family couldn't obtain something, then even his own merchant guild family wouldn't easily be able to get it.

Unless, by sheer coincidence, the item she was looking for happened to be in his guild.

"So, what is it you want to obtain?"

"...Pardon? What do I want to obtain?"

"....Hmm? I said I'd grant your favor. Weren't you going to ask me to get something for you?"

"...No. We can obtain any item if we set our minds to it, so why would I ask for that? What I want to ask is something else."

".....?"

While he was momentarily confused, Aria held out a small envelope to him.

At first, he thought it contained money.
But it clearly wasn't thick enough to contain money, so he quickly corrected his assumption.

"..Perhaps I've been too immersed in merchant guild affairs. My mind seems conditioned that way."

"My request is to deliver this letter to my brother."

"...This letter?"

"Yes."

"......"

Honestly, his first thought was: Really? Is that necessary?

For any other matter, he might understand.
But delivering a letter seemed like something that could easily be done by servants.

It would be more advantageous to ask for something that couldn't normally be requested, but why make such a simple request...?

Even though the Reinhardts might be the most prestigious among the Four Great Families by reputation alone...
Surely they must understand what it means when a member of the Iris family offers to grant a favor...

"...Excuse me, but I think you might be misunderstanding. From the beginning, this is what I wanted to ask."

"....May I ask why you'd request something so trivial?"

Hearing his words, Aria briefly assumed a contemplative posture.
Shortly after, an answer to his question slowly began to emerge from her lips.

"The Academy isn't a place where even our family servants can easily enter, right? Normally they could just go in... but I thought causing a disturbance at my brother's school would be somewhat inappropriate behavior..."

"....."

..Well, this wasn't such a difficult request.
Under normal circumstances, it would be easy enough to grant.

But in the current situation, with Jenison absent from the Academy...

"...No, wait. Didn't I come here to bring that guy back to the Academy in the first place?"

..To do that, he couldn't just stay here.
After all, he had come here with a clear purpose.

With that in mind, he turned his head to look at the man who was still stuffing something into his mouth beside him.

"..In that case, Aria, I also have a small favor to ask of you."

"..Yes?"

"I'll grant your request, as it's not particularly difficult."

However... what goes around comes around.
If I grant your favor, wouldn't it be fair for you to grant mine as well?

Upon hearing his words, Aria's head paused momentarily before nodding up and down.

She nodded even before he had stated what his request would be.

"..I don't think you'll ask for anything too difficult anyway. If you tell me what the favor is, I'll try my best to grant it."

"Ah, don't worry about that. I won't ask you for anything unreasonable either."

"Yes, so... what's the favor...?"

"It's..."

..It was whether she could leave them alone for a moment.

There were things that she shouldn't hear right now.
At present, he needed to quickly finish his conversation with the man in front of him.

The matter of asking to be made as strong as possible in the shortest time.

***

Killing people is never an easy thing.
Especially if it's a young, innocent girl.

But Sino Charlotte was not one to be swayed by such matters.

Having grown up under harsh training since childhood, she had become someone who didn't easily feel compassion for most things.

Though she loved her family, she never wanted to undergo that training again.

Those training sessions were far too grueling for a young, fragile girl like her.

Even now, sometimes when she closed her eyes, those times would come back to her.
And if she seriously recalled those moments, she would find herself trembling.

..Yes, that was certainly the case... but this...

"..I never thought I'd come back here again."

"Welcome back, my daughter."

"Yes, I'm back..."

Dad...

Her voice trailed off.
She began to wonder how she could get permission for that training from her doting father.
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The name Charlotte and its influence within the Empire—figuring that out is surprisingly simple.

Just go into a dark alley, grab someone who looks a bit shady, and ask them.

If they see Charlotte's emblem or anything bearing it, you'll witness quite a remarkable sight.

They'll likely respond in one of two ways:

"P-p-please spare me! I haven't done anything—well, I haven't done anything that would harm someone as important as you, I swear!"

Or: "Shit... I knew you'd come. After what happened, there's no way you wouldn't... shit, SHIT!"

Either they'll grovel like dogs, or they'll show the detached reaction of someone who's already accepted their fate.

They never imagine you might have approached them for a different reason.

To them, Charlotte's image is fixed as something akin to the Grim Reaper—and the Reaper they know never misunderstands its target or makes mistakes.

Of course, such reputation can't be explained merely by thoroughness.

"I'm home, Father."

"Oh, my daughter is giving me a proper greeting. Usually you'd just say 'I'm back~' and be done with it."

The Charlotte family's intelligence network is accurate beyond mere thoroughness.

If nothing else, information is their power—the force that built their influence.

No one would easily abandon such an advantage, especially when it makes them even more exceptional.

"Ha... haha, did I... do that? Hmm..."

"You did. Do you know how much it hurt this father's heart every time? Hmm?"

"Ha... ha... hahaha..."

"But daughter..."

"Yes?"

"Don't you have something to tell me?"

"....."

That's why they undergo brutal training from a very young age.

From infiltration techniques to enduring pain—they grow up with training that forges them into superhumans unsuited to their age.

No one is exempt from this, not even family members.

Even as the Duke of Charlotte's daughter, she couldn't escape these rules. Rather, her position demanded she set an example for others.

The Duke of Charlotte wasn't compassionate enough to ease the training just because the trainee was his own flesh and blood.

Wanting his daughter to surpass everyone else in the family, he would more likely increase the intensity of her training.

He never considered that his daughter might get hurt or die in the process. He believed that, being his daughter, she would easily overcome such crises—he was confident in her.

He was, in the truest sense, a daughter-obsessed father.

"Well... I do have something to say..."

"Yes, tell me anything. Isn't that why you brought soldiers to the temple? Though it seems you didn't actually visit the temple."

"...!"

...He already knows that much?
Cold sweat ran down the back of her neck.

...Well, it's not that surprising.

He's a man who has planted his eyes throughout the Empire.
Someone who gathers information from across the nation would certainly know her whereabouts.

Especially since she had brought along the hounds, who were essentially his limbs...

...At this point, it would be stranger if he didn't know.
And he would certainly have inquired about her well-being.

"So, why did you bring soldiers all the way there? I'm pretty sure I told you to stay in the mansion for a while..."

"Um... well..."

"If someone like you disobeyed my words to go outside, there must have been an important reason. Go ahead and tell me. I'll solve whatever problem it is."

"Really?"

"Of course! You know what I'm capable of. I'll grant whatever you wish! Except anything that puts you in danger."

"...Oh."

At his mention of excluding dangerous matters, she was once again at a loss for words.
And the Duke of Charlotte wouldn't fail to notice that momentary silence.

His eyes grew sharper, and soon a stiff voice escaped his lips.

"...Daughter, you're not planning to do something dangerous, are you?"

"...Hehe. Father?"

"What is it?"

"Can you train me again?"

This time, for the hounds.

Hearing her words, the Duke's eyes widened like a chipmunk with its cheeks full of food.

For the hounds.
He knew exactly what that meant.

The tests that the hounds underwent were on a completely different level from those for family members.

Unlike family members who generally couldn't dirty their hands, the hounds went directly into the field, killing people and extracting information.

Naturally, training for this was essential, and if nothing else, their combat training against humans was more zealous and terrible than anywhere else.

For the daughter of a ducal family who barely knew the ways of the world...
It was a test that would be quite—no, extremely—unreasonable.

Nevertheless, the Duke had to nod.

He had already decided to give her the position of family head.
If so, her combat abilities needed to be improved beyond their current level.

Especially as a woman, she would face no shortage of contemptuous glances.

Then... from the beginning.
The solution was to train her to a level where no one would dare look down on her.

He had been planning for a long time to raise her to a level where he wouldn't need to worry even after he stepped back from the front lines.

Of course, he never imagined it would happen so soon.

"I was planning to teach you as late as possible."

Any sane family member...
Any father who loved his daughter...

Wouldn't want his daughter to live a life wandering around with a sword instead of dresses and ornaments.

That's why... as late as possible.
Later, when she could understand the weight of being the family head...

"Do you really want to learn?"

"Yes."

"It might be painful... no, it will be painful. Much more than you think."

"I'm prepared."

"There are plenty of other paths. You could even ask me for help."

"I want to try it myself. And make some friends while I'm at it."

"......"

...It's over.
There's no way to reverse this.

Sensing his defeat, he stepped forward.

In one hand, he held his dagger, which he hadn't drawn until now.

"If that's your decision, I'll respect it. But... daughter."

"Yes?"

"If you said this with half-hearted resolve, it would be better to give up now."

This is the Charlotte family.
If you can't kill, you'll be killed.

"...Oh."

With his words, the eyes of the hounds who had been quietly observing the situation from behind him flashed.

In her hand was now a dagger, handed to her by her father.

***

Meanwhile, at that very moment when the father-daughter relationship was being reestablished on one side, another relationship was also gradually being redefined elsewhere...

"So, what did you really come here for? I don't think you just came to see that kid."

"....."

"Can't you hear me? I've been asking repeatedly but haven't gotten a single answer."

"....."

To put it simply, the boy had succeeded in being left alone with him.

Perhaps understanding that he had other business, Aria had vacated her seat first.

Fortunately, she had dismissed all the other attendants present without suspicion, allowing the boy to begin stating his purpose without any issues.

"I have many questions, but may I ask one thing first?"

"As you wish."

"I want to see how strong you are."

"Why?"

"...Because only then will my resolve be clear."

"...?"

...What's with this guy?
Looking at the boy with such eyes, the man named Khan shrugged his shoulders.

Well, anyway... it's not like he could copy it even if I showed him.
And it's not going to wear out, so I guess there's no harm in showing him.

Stuffing his mouth full of snacks, he thrust his fist forward.

Not slowly.
But not particularly fast either.

That punch, which looked like even a common neighborhood thug wouldn't bother to block, somehow emitted a beautiful green light.

PAANG-!!
KWAGWAGWAGWANG-!!!

"....."

"Well, is that enough?"

"...Yes, thank you."

"So, what's the meaning of this... Hey, what are you doing?!"

The boy's head lowered automatically.
Almost simultaneously, the boy's voice came from near Khan's feet.

"Please accept me as your disciple, I beg you."

"...What?"

It was truly incomprehensible.

Ch.382 - New Relationship (2)
In the East, unlike the Empire, there are no kings—only mysterious individuals who forge their own futures with their own strength.

What does it mean to be a disciple to such people?

For them, as in the Empire, masters are rare and precious. They too don't easily develop master-disciple relationships.

Moreover, in their case, becoming a disciple is even more difficult.

Eastern martial arts have traditionally been passed down through a single lineage.

Thus, it naturally became customary to accept only one disciple. Taking on additional disciples beyond the first was considered almost taboo.

And that applied to him as well, the one sitting here now.

Normally, he wouldn't have accepted any disciples.

One reason was that most people in the Empire used mana instead of qi. But beyond that, this country lacked people who met his standards.

Handling qi required considerable sensory ability, and one couldn't ignore the importance of physical development and mental strength. Finding someone with all these qualities was extremely difficult.

One needed to avoid using mana for a long time to properly awaken the sense for handling qi. The body had to be well-trained, and one needed mental strength far beyond ordinary people.

Could the people of the Empire, who deeply specialized in either magic or swordsmanship, meet these conditions?

Even if they did, could those who had only handled mana for so long properly develop a sense for qi?

*That guy managed it strangely well, but...*

He didn't know.

Jenison had been able to make qi his own unusually quickly not just because he had lived for an incredibly long time, but because he had exceptional ability to detect and understand things.

Having always stood alone, Jenison had lived through multiple lifetimes—all of them filled with suffering and hardship, lives more turbulent than those of ordinary people.

The sensibilities formed through those experiences were beyond words, and his past experiences had helped train his body in this life.

This was only possible because someone like Jenison existed among the Empire's people.

Khan was convinced that among the people of the Empire, excluding Jenison, there was no one who could satisfy his conditions.

*And the same goes for this boy.*

That was his assessment after carefully examining the young man before him.

Perhaps because he was from a noble family, his body was sufficiently trained. His mental strength also seemed better than average people's, but that was it.

From what Khan could see, the boy before him absolutely lacked physical sensitivity, and beyond that, his body was thoroughly saturated with traces of mana.

...A merchant's son? He thought he'd heard that correctly.
Even giving him high marks for investigating his power earlier, the boy's body was still completely tamed by mana, holding him back.

"No. Not you."

"...!"

He had no choice but to make that assessment.

Even if the boy couldn't accept it, there was nothing to be done.
It was purely because he failed to meet Khan's standards.

He couldn't take on just anyone as a disciple. If only to avoid disgracing the name of the master who had taught him how to handle qi.

"...Why not? Not to boast, but I honestly think I'm quite talented."

"The reason? It's simple. Your body is too steeped in mana."

"...What?"

"Don't understand what I'm saying? You're probably thinking, 'Not using mana in the Empire would be abnormal, so what is this guy talking about?'"

"....."

"That's why you won't do. The mana circulating through your body would prevent what I teach from being effective."

The essence of handling qi is flow.
It's important to freely circulate it throughout the body along the meridians.

But what if those meridians are filled with mana instead of the space where qi should flow?

Mana circles are typically formed near the heart.
Most people circulate mana throughout their body via blood vessels...

And that greatly interferes with handling qi.

Qi is also something that flows through blood vessels.
If the pathways are blocked, it simply cannot flow.

Like a drainage system clogged with paper backing up, what would happen if qi were forced into blood vessels already saturated with mana was obvious.

"You'd explode and die. Your entire body."

"....."

"Well? Do you think my power is worth that much to you?"

"...But Jenison clearly...!"

Indeed, Jenison was also a mana user.
But fortunately, he was an unusual person who barely used mana.

When he did use it, it was mostly for basic magic, everyday magic, or physical enhancement.

"That level is fine, but you look like you've been training with mana since childhood, haven't you?"

"......"

"Then it won't work. You'd explode and die before you could even try anything."

Because Jenison had never used grand magic that required drawing on all the mana in his body,
he could maintain a state where his meridians weren't completely covered in mana.

It was thanks to not having done the common mana training that everyone does from childhood, despite being a duke's son.

"...So that's why."

"What, feeling wronged?"

"...Not wronged, but it is painful."

"...Painful? Why?"

"Because all the training I've done until now is holding me back."

"...Well, aren't you a strange one."

It's not like all his previous training had been meaningless...

The truth was simply that he didn't meet the conditions.
From what Khan could see, the boy before him was a fairly talented martial artist in his own right.

Compared to his peers, he'd probably struggle to find equals.

But that was precisely it.
Not an extraordinary level, just somewhat superior to his peers.

That alone could never satisfy his conditions. Never.

*I wasn't planning to take on two disciples anyway... why is he so disappointed?*

"...Is there really no way?"

"There isn't. Actually, let me ask you something. Why do you want to learn from me?"

"....."

"Frankly, do you even know me? We just met today, and I don't even know your name yet."

"...Ah, I am... from the Iris Ducal family..."

"No, I'm not asking for your introduction. I already knew you were some high noble's son from the moment I saw you."

What I'm curious about is why someone like you wants to learn from someone like me with no pedigree.

Why, you people really care about your backgrounds, don't you?
Everywhere you go, people boast about their social status, so why would you want someone like me as your master...

His voice was filled with negative prejudices about nobles, but the boy couldn't deny them.

It was natural for nobles to value dignity, bloodline, and honor.
He also knew that many commoners suffered discrimination because of this.

He had never liked this fact, but there were too many opposing opinions for him to easily take a side. Today, he was paying the price for that.

*...Is it about my usual conduct?*

Judging by his speech and posture, he was likely of common birth.
Given his hostility toward nobles, he probably wouldn't show any leniency.

But he couldn't just extract all the mana from his body either... it was truly a difficult situation.

*If nothing else, the Chairwoman's words would surely be effective...*

Whether it was becoming stronger or rescuing his friend whose whereabouts were unknown.

She wouldn't have given him incorrect information. Rather than lie, she would have chosen to say nothing at all.

But even if he had found the person she meant, in this state, he couldn't learn anything...

"...No, wait. That might work."

"...?"

"...I think I could teach you some basics. Though even learning those basics would be incredibly difficult for you."

...That guy learned it so easily though.
But that's because he's unusual, so don't worry too much about it.

"What do you say, want to try learning? I do have something to teach."

"...If I learn this, will I become stronger than I am now?"

"...What kind of stupid question is that?"

Of course you will.
If you learn something and stay exactly the same, that would be the real problem.

With those words, their hands overlapped, and finally, their relationship was redefined.

From stranger and guest who didn't even know each other's faces,
to master and disciple—one teaching, one learning.

Ch.383 - Consciousness Preparation (1)
Let's imagine there's a mouse in this place right now.

The mouse is being chased by a cat.
And this place where the mouse finds itself is none other than a maze designed by the cat.

Naturally, there are mousetraps set up by the cat's owner throughout, and the cat knows everything about the maze's structure as well as exactly where each mousetrap is located.

So, in such a situation.
What are the chances that a mouse—who doesn't even know the maze's layout, let alone where the cat currently is—could find the exit and escape?

"Found you~!"

"....."

The answer is: impossible.
Both theoretically and practically, the conditions made no sense.

I knew nothing about this place, while they knew every single detail inside and out.

If I had just known where those golem-like creatures were positioned, I could have roughly predicted their movements.

In this situation, it's absurd to think I could shake them off.
I should actually be amazed I wasn't caught earlier.

*It feels like about two hours have passed...*

In two hours, the decoy I created and left behind during my escape would have completely disappeared.

By now, they've probably all noticed.
With it so obviously gone, you'd have to be an idiot not to realize.

*The walls around here are completely unbreakable no matter how hard I try to break them... and then there are those dogs that keep sniffing around and jumping out from who knows where...*

Of course, they weren't real dogs, but in this situation, that actually made things worse.

Dogs... or more precisely, golem creatures shaped like dogs.
Each one possessed exceptional mobility, making them incredibly difficult to shake off.

If they had been actual living dogs, I could have at least worn them out due to their physical limitations and moved elsewhere, but that wasn't possible, which was driving me crazy.

*These crazy bastards are all barking so loudly... my position will be revealed in no time.*

"Ah, this is so annoying. Why do you keep struggling? At this point, you should just know your place and stay put."

The voice of a frivolous guy.
A face I recognized—the one who always made flippant remarks around others.

I still didn't know his name well... but I didn't need to anyway.

Both he and I.
We saw each other as enemies.

*The others... don't seem to be following. Is he alone?*

...This much was already within my expectations.
Now everything depends on how strong this guy in front of me is.

*Honestly, if he's as strong as that guy I met in the Forest of Elves... I can't guarantee anything in my current state.*

...No, it's more than that—it would be practically impossible to win.

As I said, this place is essentially their home turf.
In such a situation, everyone knows which side is at a disadvantage if time drags on.

If I waste any more time here... reinforcements will probably come to help him.

That would be the end.
Literally the worst-case scenario.

Since I've already escaped once, there's a high chance I'd face serious penalties next time.

For example... they might restrain me and lock me up somewhere.

*If that happens, I'll never be able to dream of escaping again.*

These guys' restraints wouldn't be ordinary.
Obviously, they couldn't be broken by normal methods, and I might even lose parts of my limbs.

If that happened, I would never be able to attempt escape normally again, and by then, my physical condition would be completely ruined.

I couldn't let that happen at all costs.
There's a reason they say your body is your greatest asset.

Besides, in a situation like this, if my body were damaged...

*Forget escaping—I'd be lucky just to survive.*

That's why I needed to subdue this guy in front of me without getting injured if possible.

...No, I don't even need to subdue him.
It would be enough if I could just get past him somehow.

If I could just get past this guy, there would be space to run again afterward.

From what I could tell, it wasn't a short distance either.
I could definitely buy some time by running away again.

The problem was... I didn't know how skilled this guy in front of me was...

*What are the chances he'll fall for a simple trick?*

...Almost none, I figured.
After all, they probably wouldn't accept someone without ability as their comrade.

I'd read about it in a book.

Demons aren't typically accepting enough to welcome others.
If someone unsuitable is beside them, they'll almost certainly kill or remove them.

It feels somewhat different, but their essence probably isn't that different.

They'd wonder why they should keep someone weaker than themselves around.
They'd be desperate to kill them instead.

In other words, this guy probably wasn't that weak compared to the others...

*Let's not fight properly—just focus on getting past him.*

Anyway, from his demeanor, he doesn't seem particularly passionate about chasing me...

If I can just create some distance, he'll probably leave me alone, thinking it's not worth the effort to chase me.
He's already complaining about how annoying this standoff is.

If he really has no will to fight me...

*This situation might not be so bad.*

This standoff might not be so bad after all...

"Ah, what a pain."

".....!"

BANG!
Something warm splattered against my cheek.

It didn't take long to realize it was my own blood.

My stinging cheek.
The sticky liquid flowing down.

Just piecing together the circumstances, it was clear I hadn't been able to track his attack with my eyes.

"..Since neither of us wants this to get more annoying, why don't you just collapse now... hmm?"

"...Sorry, but I'll pass on going back there."

"Why the hell not? Don't you know what an honor it is for someone like you to become Mother's vessel...!"

"I don't know. And I don't want to know about that crap."

"....."

Shocked by my words, his body froze momentarily.
But I truly believe there's no honor in something like that.

Frankly, the one trying to enter my body doesn't seem like a good person, so what honor is there in that?

"If that 'Mother' of yours was such a good person, they would have subordinates like angels, not guys like you. Don't talk nonsense."

"....Do you even understand what you're saying right now?"

"..Yes, of course I do."

Your mother is trash.

I finally spat out everything I wanted to say right to his enraged face.

WHAM!

".....?!"

In that moment, I was slammed into a distant wall.

CRASH!

"..You crazy bastard. Just because your body will become Mother's vessel, did you think I wouldn't hit you?"

"...Kuh, kuhkuk... as if..."

...Well, to be honest, that's exactly what I thought.
I thought he wouldn't kill me right here and now, at least.

According to him, I was destined to be used as the body for this "Mother," and they wouldn't want to put their revered mother into a severely damaged body.

Similarly, if I died right here, they would probably have to find someone else instead of me...

So I thought he wouldn't kill me no matter how much I provoked him...

*...This is quite painful.*

I seem to have misjudged.
More precisely, I didn't expect this guy to act so thoughtlessly.

From what I can tell, a couple of ribs are probably broken... I never imagined he would kick the body his mother was supposed to inhabit so forcefully.

I don't know when or how this ritual is supposed to take place.
But I really couldn't imagine he would damage the body meant to resurrect his mother like this.

I knew he would be angry... but I thought he would at least hold back...

*If I hadn't thrown myself backward in time, it wouldn't have been just ribs—my internal organs might have been completely shattered...*

"..Oh, what? You can still move?"

"...Indeed. Whoever kicked me must be incredibly weak."

"...If your goal was provocation, you've succeeded, but don't worry too much."

He won't kill me anyway.
Though he might make me wish I were dead from the pain.

With those words, his body vanished from my sight once again...

".....?!"

"...What's this? Suddenly."

Almost simultaneously, a new man appeared before my eyes.

In one hand, he held the foot of the guy who was about to kick me.
In his other hand, he held a book whose contents I couldn't make out.

"..Enough, go back quietly and finish preparing for the ritual."

"But the sacrifice is right there...!"

"I know, so..."

I'll handle this myself.

Before I could even ask what that meant.
My consciousness began to slowly sink downward with the man's voice.

Deeper and deeper...
As if descending into a profound abyss.

Ch.384 - Consciousness Preparation (2)
The feeling of my body falling into an abyss wasn't particularly pleasant.
It felt like I would keep falling down this endless cliff forever, even as time passed.

The seemingly eternal descent finally ended when I felt my body begin to sink into something damp.

Sticky... and incredibly irritating.
It was no coincidence that I began to feel an urgent need to escape this situation.

Even at this moment, something invisible was continuously crawling up my body.

Despite feeling no current, the water I was in kept shifting. As a result, my body began to sway back and forth as if riding waves in a vast ocean.

*Waves inside water? That makes no sense...*

Then again, if this were real water, I would have suffocated long ago.

This must be proof that the space I'm in isn't actually underwater.

*An illusion? Hallucination? Which type of magic is this?*

As far as I know, there are only two methods that can so perfectly deceive all five senses.

Either casting a spell that shows illusions to the target.
Or using barrier magic to forcibly overlay a landscape onto an entire area.

Both require advanced magical knowledge, but I didn't think any of these guys lacked magical skill.

I now had to consider the worst-case scenario.

*If this hallucination never breaks...*

Until that ritual begins.
I'd just lie there helplessly like a puppet with cut strings.

One thing was certain—I couldn't afford to accept this situation.

*My body...! It doesn't seem to move...*

I tried with all my might to move, but nothing much changed.

To be precise... movement was possible, but it required dozens of times more effort than usual.

Moving just one arm felt like lifting a chunk of metal, which pretty much says it all.

*Usually, magic this elaborate would take quite some time to prepare.*

...Did he even have any preparation time?
I carefully recalled the recent events, racking my brain.

Honestly, I wasn't particularly clever, but thinking was still better than giving up.

Always consider the basis and process.
Thought is humanity's greatest advantage.

Perhaps the most common phrase hammered into my ears.

Yet this simple saying had proven surprisingly helpful throughout my life.

Think before acting.
In other words, consider all possibilities before making a move.

This advice had saved me countless times in life-or-death situations and helped me solve seemingly impossible problems.

Strictly speaking, it wasn't the advice itself but my ability to find solutions by following it...

Regardless, I couldn't deny how much this principle had helped me.

*Even in this situation, there must be a way out.*

Even if it's magic I'm unfamiliar with, as long as it's magic, it must have weaknesses.
And if there are weaknesses, there must be ways to exploit them.

Just because I don't know the method doesn't mean there isn't one.

The moment I think that way, I'll truly be trapped in this magic for a long time.

The moment you give up is when you truly have to give up.
Even in this desperate situation, I had to keep struggling.

*My legs... seem similarly restricted. So is my entire body constrained? Or is it this place itself?*

Of course, no brilliant ideas came to mind immediately.
Continuing to think didn't immediately change my situation where I could barely see anything.

Despite my ongoing thoughts, my body was still sinking in real-time, and whatever had been crawling up my body still hadn't stopped.

Honestly, it was becoming disgusting.
At the very least, couldn't I find a way to escape this unpleasant sensation?

*There seems to be something, but I can't see anything.*

The problem wasn't that it was invisible—it was more like it didn't physically exist at all.

I'd been feeling around my body with hands that could barely lift chopsticks, but I couldn't detect even a trace of anything.

It felt more like I was swiping through empty space rather than touching something.
This meant that even the sensation I was feeling might be an illusion or magical deception.

If my hypothesis was correct, I was in an extremely serious situation.

What was real and what was fake?
From my position, there was no way to tell.

Just vaguely.
With senses even more dulled than usual.

Could I, in my current state, distinguish between reality and illusion in this situation?

*Maybe I could use Dragon Language.*

...Indeed, that might work.

Dragon Language essentially materializes one's words into reality.
No matter how elaborate and precise this magic was, since it operated in reality, the Dragon Language should have some effect.

I had originally planned not to use it until the final battle...
But in a situation like this, I had no choice. Better than saving it and losing everything.

Besides, if I managed it well, I might be able to hold out without collapsing.

*The problem is, even my ability to speak might be an illusion.*

Honestly, I had nothing to say about this.
There was truly no way to verify it.

Once caught in an illusion, there were things beyond my control.

Even my current ability to think might be suspect.
I couldn't trust my own sanity and had to constantly doubt my judgment.

That was the danger and terror of illusion magic.

*Still, in this situation, there's no other option.*

Creak—
Even opening my mouth felt incredibly heavy.

Like forcing open a pair of rusty scissors...

Nevertheless, I managed to pry my creaking jaw open, and what followed was a voice so powerful I could hardly believe it was mine.

["Disappear..."]

"Stop."

Yes, exactly... for about one second.

"....?!"

The surroundings, which had been losing color, began to regain their original hue.

More precisely... the transparent surroundings began to return to their original color.
That very gloomy and dark color, overflowing with negative energy just by looking at it.

*An error...? No, that's not it... it definitely had an effect. Even if just for a moment... definitely.*

The entire surrounding space had been losing color, so saying it had an effect was an understatement.

...Which meant that...

The Dragon Language had been perfectly breaking through this illusion magic.
And for some reason, it had reverted back to its original state...

That was the most appropriate conclusion I could draw in this situation.

And... the cause was probably...

*What is that?*

An eyeball that had appeared from somewhere.
That massive eyeball, reminiscent of gold, must be the cause.

The eyeball was so enormous that I had to look up to see it in its entirety.

...The voice I heard earlier must have come from this thing.
The problem was, there was no guarantee this thing wasn't an illusion itself...

"Be at ease. This is definitely not an illusion."

*....?*

..Somehow reading my thoughts, the voice from earlier ghostly echoed again.

..Does illusion magic normally include mind-reading?
Or is even this just my imagination...

"If my children had heard what you just said, they would have been truly offended. Fortunately, they aren't here right now."

"....?"

...Our children?
..Our, children?

For some reason, that phrase particularly bothered me.

In this situation... those who could be called "our children" besides me... were almost predetermined.

Instinctively, I realized the identity of the eyeball before me.

*You... bastard...!*

"This must be our first direct meeting. Let me introduce myself first."

Mother.
That fucking word filled with maternal love.

"My name is Luna, the one responsible for bringing you here."

It was the very being who had sent me here and made me repeat multiple lives.

Ch.385 - Consciousness Preparation (3)
I must have thought about it thousands of times.

What I would do when I faced the one who made me like this.
How I would handle it if they were much stronger than me.

And truly, what if—what if the gap in power was so great that I couldn't do anything at all?

I must have pondered this hundreds of times and thought about it thousands more.

This was an extremely important matter to me.
With issues like this, I couldn't help but become serious.

*I want to kill... them. Probably...*

Probably... I think I want to kill them.
Even now, just thinking about it makes rage surge up to the top of my head.

Even if that person's power is far greater than mine, my decision won't change.

If it's impossible with my current strength, I'd spend however many days it takes to somehow grow stronger and kill them.

Yes, literally by any means necessary.

*...But, this...*

However, that doesn't necessarily mean my revenge is actually possible.

Perhaps they're so strong that I could never reach their level before I die.
And if it's a realm that someone like me could never reach even after death, then my revenge would be practically impossible.

Of course, my determination to kill them by any means hasn't changed, but that doesn't mean everything in this world can be accomplished by willpower alone.

Many people are mistaken about something.
In this world, there are countless things that can't be done by willpower alone.

Some things are beyond our strength, and naturally, there are problems that are equally difficult to solve.

If someone from the church saw me like this now, they might point fingers and call it foolishness.

After all, what made me like this was merely a being that was once a god.
The followers of the church, known to be the most fanatical believers, wouldn't leave me alone like this.

They worship only one god, but their reverence for their deities is equal across the board.

To them, gods are beings so great that we dare not approach them.
Their extreme hatred for those who try to diminish their status is also their inevitable instinct.

They absolutely wouldn't want to see a being they serve—or one that was once equal to their god—being dragged down by a mere human.

*...From my perspective, that's all just bullshit.*

I am the victim.
This is an undeniable, obvious fact.

Why should I, as the victim, apologize to nameless church members and forgive the one who made me like this?

I was still filled with the desire for revenge.
Although I'm too weak to do anything now, someday, definitely...

I will kill them.

That's what I've been thinking all along.

"It's been a really long time. Looking at something with my eyes like this."

"....."

A beautiful voice.
If the concept of a bewitching voice were to take form, it would feel exactly like this.

I almost lost my senses for a moment, but by biting my lip hard enough to make a sound, I barely managed to regain my composure.

At the same time, our eyes met again.
My eyes and its eyes locked in midair.

"....."

"You're different from the others. Perhaps... it might really be possible."

".....!"

...What am I doing here right now?

..My body suddenly froze, unable to move.
Is this fear, or is it just pure instinct?

I've rarely felt my body shrink like this in my entire life.

And why, of all times, is my body shrinking in front of this being?

I instinctively felt my face burning up.

*S...hit..!!*

Crack... crack.
When I tried to forcibly move my stiffened muscles, strange sounds came from my limbs.

Well, it should be fine.
At least I'm not completely immobilized right now.

As long as I wasn't completely immobilized, there was nothing to worry about in this situation.

The only problem was... I wasn't sure if my attacks would work on a being with that kind of form...

"What are you staring at? Are you disappointed because I look different than you expected?"

"....."

..Disappointed? That couldn't be further from the truth.
Disappointment only comes from having expectations in the first place.

My reaction wasn't disappointment—it was closer to disgust.

I thought I might see its form someday...
But I never imagined it would be something so formless.

It's just a giant eyeball, nothing more, nothing less.

It had abandoned all divine dignity, evoking only disgust.
The eyeball floating in empty space only irritated my nerves.

..How did something with enough power to summon me to this world end up looking like that?

Feeling a sense of emptiness burning from within, I unconsciously let out a sigh.

≪Warning! Warning!≫
≪Recommending user to retreat immediately!≫

Simultaneously, a status window that had never shown itself before suddenly appeared before me.

And it was in red—something that had never happened before.

"....?"

Even when I asked why, the status window remained unmoved.
It continued to recommend that I flee without saying anything else.

But... was I here because I wanted to be?

My limbs wouldn't move properly.
Even moving my lips was becoming difficult now.

I roughly understood that this worked on a principle similar to illusion magic, but unfortunately, I didn't have the magical knowledge to break this spell.

This was exactly a case of "if you don't know, you have to take the hit"...

I couldn't even escape on my own.
What exactly was I supposed to do in this situation?

*Besides... that thing is right in front of me, and you're telling me to just run away?*

Even if by chance I could, that would be impossible.
From the moment I realized that eyeball was the one I'd been looking for all along, absolutely not.

Even if I had to continue this terrible situation, I would never do such a thing.

Even if I died here, I should at least stab that eyeball right in the center.

I honestly don't know if that would cause it pain.
But I couldn't just let this pass without doing anything.

"You seem to be thinking hard about something."
"....."

"If the problem is that you can't open your mouth, I'll make it possible for a short while. Go ahead, speak."

"...Kuhak."

My lips, sealed for so long, felt parched when I tried to open them.

It felt like skin exposed to sunlight for too long, cracking finely.
Nevertheless, I couldn't wait patiently.

There were too many things I wanted to ask it, and I probably didn't have much time.

"You're right. By now, a ritual to take over your body is probably being prepared outside."

"....."

"Giving you this time is my mercy. My mercy to give you a chance to resolve your curiosity before you die."

"....Mer, cy?"

This fucking bastard is really...
It's been spouting nonsense from the beginning.

What made me live such a painful life?
Why did I have to struggle so desperately, clinging to life?

The very culprit who forced me into such a life was now talking about showing mercy to me, the victim—it made my insides turn.

It felt like my organs were twisting and my limbs were falling off.
Before I knew it, drops of red blood were already dripping from my lower lip.

"...Mercy?"

"Yes, mercy."

"...I'm not sure if that's the right word to use between you and me."

"What's the problem? Mercy is a right that can be bestowed by the victor. At this point, the winner has already been determined to be me."

"...So you're saying you're showing me mercy now?"

"Is there a problem?"

...I was thinking wrong for a moment.
For just a brief moment, I had considered backing down from such a creature.

"..I see."

".....?"

"You... you just don't have any sense of guilt. You can't feel sorry for me... right?"

"Isn't that obvious? Even you humans don't mourn the death of an ant when you step on it while walking."

"....."

"You just think it's something that naturally happens... and move on. The current situation is just that, with the perpetrator and victim reversed."

"...To you, humans are ants?"

"I'm sorry if you have a different opinion, but in my eyes, you humans are even less than ants."

"....."

..Suddenly, I had a thought.
Maybe this time wasn't entirely bad.

...Taking a deep breath, I slowly began to speak again.

"..Why me? Why, why did you bring me here when I was living well, making me go through all this?"

"...Hmm, I'm sorry but that's..."

"Show some mercy, eye demon."

"......Ho."

Hahahahaha-!
The frivolous laughter grated on my nerves.

After laughing loudly enough to make my ears ring, the eyeball slowly continued its story.

"Fine, I'll tell you. You deserve to hear it... yes, indeed."

"....."

"Where should I begin.... Ah, yes... that would be good."

"Why I had no choice but to make such a plan.

Let's start there."

Ch.386 - Other People (1)
At the very moment when everyone was busy with their own roles, the Chairwoman, who had sent all the children to their respective places, was now sighing deeply.

*Am I just lacking talent?*

If anyone else heard this, they would have scoffed at such nonsense and told her to stop being ridiculous.

However, what worried her now wasn't confidence in her magical abilities.

She certainly took pride in her skills.
If she hadn't been confident in her magical abilities, she wouldn't have readily accepted the position of Academy Chairwoman in the first place.

*The problem is that I haven't personally taught anyone since becoming Chairwoman...*

Honestly, at the time, she hadn't realized how serious the situation was.

After all, the position of Chairwoman was more administrative than educational.

As long as she managed things well, she wouldn't face criticism.
And it had been several decades since she'd felt any interest in teaching someone directly.

She hadn't felt the need to stress herself out by teaching others.

"...Are you having difficulties?"

"N-no! I'm sure if I just try a little more...!"

"....."

She couldn't understand it.
How could she, hailed as a genius who had reigned supreme at the Academy, be stuck at something like this?

The magic she was currently teaching was extremely simple by her standards.

It was truly basic in every sense.
Even considering the student's level, she was certain they could accomplish this much.

That's what she had believed until she saw with her own eyes that her magic wasn't working.

*Isn't this something everyone can normally do...?*

The Chairwoman of the Academy.
A name that inevitably came up whenever people debated who the most talented magician in the Empire was.

Yet there was one thing she didn't realize: her standard of skill was vastly different from others.

Geniuses don't understand the minds of ordinary people.
Geniuses are beings who, from birth, exist on a different plane than others.

If someone could empathize with ordinary people, they wouldn't belong to the category of geniuses.

They belong to a different species called "genius," not humans.
That's why they receive both jealousy and admiration from those around them.

*Surely, this should have been easy to do... why is it so...*

The reason her prediction differed from reality was simple.

First, the student Isabella wasn't as much of a genius as she had thought.
Second, the way she and Isabella handled mana was completely different.

*Could it be that person?*

As almost everyone in the Empire already knew, the Great Sage had one disciple.

Someone who received not only magical knowledge but also tremendous support from their family.
A remarkable disciple who was expected to eventually surpass their master.

*It wouldn't be strange if that person invented a completely new mana control method that doesn't work with my approach...*

The problem was that she knew nothing about this method.

As she said, a mana control method created by someone with the title of Sage couldn't be easily stolen, even by a great magician.

Moreover, she had never once given any thought to mana control methods.

Controlling mana was as natural to her as breathing.
No one seeks to learn how to breathe from others.

"That's enough, Student Isabella. You may stop now."

"N-no. I just need a little more time and I can—"

"I'm not giving up on you. Rather, I'm questioning my teaching method."

"...What?"

A truly self-deprecating expression...
Isabella couldn't understand why the Chairwoman would make such a face in this situation.

*Wasn't it me who failed? Why is the Chairwoman...*

The Chairwoman she knew had never once behaved like this in front of others.

Feeling an inexplicable fear, she instinctively hid her hands behind her back and bowed her head deeply.

Somehow... she felt like she had committed a terrible crime.

*Perhaps I'm so pathetic that... that's why the Chairwoman has that expression...*

"Student Isabella."

"Y-yes?!"

What... what is it? Did I do something wrong again?!

Already intimidated by numerous criticisms, she could no longer make the intelligent judgments she once did.

Everything she did felt wrong.
The prejudice that she had made some mistake began to dominate her thoughts.

"By any chance, did you learn something separately from your master?"

"...W-what?"

...Master?
As soon as she heard that word, she immediately knew who was being referred to.

For someone to be mentioned by the Chairwoman, they must certainly be an extraordinary individual.

Among all the masters she knew of, there was only one person worthy of mention by someone of the Chairwoman's stature.

The Master of the Magic Tower.
Or the one known as the Great Sage.

Just as the Chairwoman was more famous for her title of "Great Magician" than "Academy Chairwoman," he too was called "Great Sage" far more often than "Magic Tower Master."

Rather than the role of Magic Tower Master, who rarely showed himself to others.
The role of Great Sage, traveling the world spreading wisdom, suited his circumstances better.

Naturally, as he traveled the world, many recognized his abilities and requested to become his disciples, but he had only ever taken one disciple.

Yes, herself.

"I-I certainly learned something from my master, but..."

"But? If you learned something, shouldn't you clearly know what it is?"

"N-no, it's just... the concepts are too complex for my level..."

..I'm trying to interpret it... but I haven't... mastered it all yet.

Her pronunciation became increasingly childlike toward the end.
How embarrassing it was to admit with her own mouth that despite having a great master, she was stuck and unable to accomplish anything!

If she had known it would be like this, she would have at least tried to lie and put on a show of confidence!

"....?"

...However, after a while, she raised her previously lowered head with a very suspicious look.

She had expected the Chairwoman to say something.
But she had been silently staring at her for a while now.

"...Mana, magic control formula? No... from the way you speak, it doesn't seem like you were taught in person... that can't be."

".....?"

"Isabella, you just said you haven't mastered it all yet, correct?"

"...Yes? Yes..."

"Then, could you share with me even a small part of what you've interpreted so far?"

"Um... well, it's not difficult, but..."

True, it wasn't difficult.
Her master had never told her not to share it with others...

Above all, if she remained silent, it seemed she wouldn't be able to progress any further.

Believing in intuition might be shameful for a magician as it lacked scientific basis.
But even so, it was a hundred, a thousand times better than being left behind alone without accomplishing anything.

"H-here..."

"....."

Silence again.
And after who knows how long.

The Chairwoman's eyes widened as she received Isabella's paper, and almost simultaneously, she firmly grasped both of Isabella's shoulders.

".....?!"

"Isabella, you are..."

A different kind of genius than me.

Like someone who had discovered a new experimental subject.
The Chairwoman's eyes began to gleam like those of a predator.

***

While all the other friends were spending their time in their own ways.
Similarly, Silvia, another person who had been called to that place, was now on her way to complete the assignment given to her.

And she was heading to the forest where her own kind resided.

"...I wonder why she told me to visit our forest."

...The more I look at her, the more suspicious she seems.

No matter how knowledgeable the Great Magician might be.
When it comes to elven matters, she couldn't possibly know more than herself.

How, how could she be so certain that there was someone here who could help her?

*If I had to guess who it might be, there are a few possibilities...*

"Stop right there! If you come any closer... Princess?"

"I have returned. Open the way."

"Y-yes!"

Passing through her stunned kin who were surprised to see her face.
Finally, her steps brought her before an enormous tree that looked like it could collapse at any moment.

...Or rather, more accurately, it was a house in the shape of a tree.

Despite its appearance, someone was living there.
And not just anyone, but her family.

Knock knock-

-Who is it...

"It's me."

Mother.

The Priestess of the World Tree.
In other words, the Queen of the Elves.

She existed here, inside this tree, in her true form.

Ch.387 - Other People (2)
"It's been a while... Silvia."

"Mother..."

She stood there in a daze, seeing her mother existing in physical form rather than as a spirit after such a long time.

It was understandable, really.
She had rarely faced her mother's existence so directly like this.

That damn position as priestess of the World Tree.
While it was the most honorable position for an elf like her mother, for her as a child, it was a painfully resentful dual role.

"I'm not sure how long it's been since we've met in my original form like this... but anyway, have you been well?"

"...Yes, I suppose."

Her mood had already started to sour, despite having only just met her mother.

How did the Chairperson know to send her here?
Could it be with the intention of having her talk with a mother she hadn't properly seen even once in several decades?

If that was the case, she was inclined to turn around and leave right now.

If nothing else, that would be too difficult for her.

A person—no, an elf—she hadn't seen for decades.
Any familial affection that had remained in her heart had long disappeared during that extended time.

They were family in name only; in reality, they were practically strangers now.

Even at this moment, she had no desire to properly converse with the mother standing before her.

She wasn't sure why her mother had appeared here now...
But she didn't think her mother would remain in this form forever anyway.

She figured there was no need to engage in further conversation with someone who would eventually disappear again.

"It's been so long, aren't you being too cold to your mother, daughter?"

"...I don't think that's something you should say, Mother, when you abandoned our people to devote yourself to the World Tree."

"...You're still saying that? There's a limit to how much you can sulk... You know very well that we all had no choice back then, don't you?"

"......"

..Yes, she knew.
That was precisely the problem.

Her head already respected her mother for making that choice for their people, but her heart still resented her mother for making that choice and leaving her behind.

She hated her mother, but couldn't hate her completely.
This contradictory emotion was extremely uncomfortable for her.

That's why she still avoided seeing her mother like this.

"...What business brings you here today, Mother?"

"To see my daughter... do I really need a specific reason?"

"...We're not close enough to worry about such things."

"..You're no fun."

In this frigid atmosphere that was hard to believe was a mother-daughter conversation after decades apart, it was the Elf Queen who finally broke the silence.

At this rate, it seemed unlikely that any conversation would progress regardless of what happened.
In the end, being slightly older, she decided to take the lead in the conversation.

"To get to the point... I came to teach you a little. When I think about it, we haven't spent much time together, have we?"

"....What?"

Her proposal was so sudden and surprising.
It was enough to slightly crack the typically unbreakable elven poker face.

She had no way of knowing why such a proposal was being made so suddenly, but one thing was clear.

There was no reason to refuse the offer.

*Anyway, I needed to learn from someone.*

The Chairperson had recommended someone else.
But if she could receive teachings, it would be far more effective to learn from her mother.

If nothing else, when it came to spirit magic, there was likely no one who could surpass her mother.

A bit of awkwardness was nothing compared to the value of the teachings she could receive.

At the very least, it was practically a given that if she received these teachings, she would become much stronger than she was now.

Her deliberation didn't last long.
Almost simultaneously, her small lips began to part.

"If you'll teach me, I'll learn diligently."

***

"...With this, I've barely managed to receive the Chairperson's approval."

That was fortunate.
At least now she could somehow go rescue him.

The corners of her mouth barely turned upward, and almost simultaneously, the cross hanging in the middle of her chest shook violently.

The cross, which she would normally have removed, was particularly gleaming today.

"...Of course, I still have much to learn."

*Gulp*
Her steps began to slow down.

Fear. An inexplicable fear began to grip her entire body.

No, actually, she knew the reason.

She was now trying to walk the path to further develop her holy power.

*Creeeeak*
The doors of the cathedral, which she had reached without realizing, opened.

Inside, there stood only one person, an old man.

"...Your Holiness."

"Hmm, you've come?"

"Yes, I've returned."

"I received word from the Academy. You want to develop your holy power beyond its current level? And as quickly as possible."

"Yes."

"I think you know very well what that means. Am I right?"

"Yes. I understand completely."

Holy power is inherently connected to faith.

And the two people present here could be considered the strongest in the Empire, at least in terms of holy power.

In other words, they could be considered the people with the strongest faith in the Empire without any exaggeration.

And there is no way to enhance that faith in a short period of time.
At least, not within the bounds of normal common sense.

Faith is a sincere belief that springs from genuine trust.

One must believe in and devote oneself to the existence of God.
And finally, one can only obtain holy power by pledging to dedicate everything to God.

Of course, the magnitude varies from person to person... but at the very least, it's not a power that can be enhanced in a short period of time.

That one fact was universally acknowledged by almost everyone.

"...It will be very painful. To be honest, I would prefer that you not do this."

"....."

"If the name of Saintess has been too heavy for you, I will promptly look for others. There must be at least one or two more women in the Empire capable of bearing the name of Saintess. So..."

"...I truly appreciate your offer, but my desire to improve my abilities is not for that reason."

".....?"

"On the contrary, I've been able to enjoy things I couldn't have otherwise thanks to my position as Saintess. I certainly don't dislike this position."

"....Then why..?"

Why do you want to enhance your power?
Isn't it enough as it is?

Why are you deliberately choosing to walk a path that will clearly be filled with thorns?

Before those sentences could leave his mouth, the Saintess's lips moved first.

A voice filled with sincerity, too genuine to be a lie.
Knowingly or not, he began to focus on the words of the woman before him.

"Because it's shameful to be a Saintess who can't even hold the hand of someone nearby."

"....."

"You said it yourself, Your Holiness. That the laziness of the powerful is a sin in itself..."

"..Yes, I did say that."

"Then when a powerful person is in danger, who can save them?"

"....."

"I want to grow stronger to save that one person."

"He is also a benefactor to our entire church."

Well... he might not want to acknowledge it himself.
But looking at both the process and the result, he was indeed a benefactor to the church.

If he hadn't been there at that time... surely, the current number of church members would be much smaller.

That's why even the church leaders, known for their strictness, don't deny calling him a saint.

"It's only natural to repay kindness received. Isn't that right...?"

"...Yes, that's natural. But that doesn't mean you have to suffer..."

"That person intervened in our affairs to save us, even though he could have died."

Then, I think it's only right that we help him as much as we can this time.

..In truth, it wouldn't matter even if he had a different motive.
Regardless of the process or purpose, the fact that the church received help from him at that time was undeniable.

As a member of the church, ignoring such kindness would be as good as violating the doctrine.

"....Sigh, alright... do as you wish."

"..Thank you!"

"However, remember this."

"....."

..In fact, the method to enhance holy power is surprisingly simple.
Since faith ultimately blossoms in desperate situations...

In other words, if one repeatedly endures pain that is too severe for the human mind to bear, and if one succeeds in maintaining faith in God without losing one's sanity in the midst of it...

Then enhancing holy power is entirely possible.
That was one of the fastest methods to enhance holy power.

"It will be painful. Very much so."

"....."

"So, if you feel you can't endure it, get out immediately. Understand?"

"...Yes."

Though she said this, she had no intention of backing out midway.

Someone had burned for her sake.
Now, it was her turn to burn for him.
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How long have I been trapped in this squalid, narrow space... no, this hallucination?

I can't know the exact time.
But somehow, it feels like I've been here for a very long time.

"Impressive. That's no ordinary mental strength."

"....."

"I don't remember the last time I genuinely admired a human... but you certainly deserve praise. You truly are my vessel."

...He's not even mocking me.
I'm too exhausted to respond to his every word now.

Have you heard of the white room experiment?

People easily go mad without stimulation.
That experiment was designed to determine exactly where that threshold lies.

The experiment itself is simple.

Lock a person in a sealed space painted in a single color. That's it.

No more, no less—that's literally the entire experiment.

But why is this experiment so infamous that it's considered torture? Simply because of human desire.

Everyone wants to be free.
Everyone wants to live a more interesting life.

That fact doesn't change even for children, which means adults, with their richer and more profound desires, have even stronger needs.

So...
Let's imagine.

A place with nothing to see.
A world with literally just one color, without any patterns whatsoever.

No clouds drifting by, no sun dazzling your eyes, no insects chirping at night, not even a cool breeze against your skin.

In a place where all of that is absent.
There's nothing you can do.

All you can do is lie there and pass the time.

No one to talk to.
No way to create something for companionship.

You can't even make a Wilson like in the movies, and you have to satisfy all your desires through imagination alone.

And when you open your eyes?
The reality that there's nothing there hits you even more painfully.

At that point, a person can no longer maintain their sanity.

Solitude, loneliness, pain, irritation, anger, and so on.
All kinds of emotions storm through you like a typhoon.

Simply because no one is beside you and there's nothing you can do.

That's how easily people go mad.

"But how are you enduring it?"

"....."

Of course, I was still barely maintaining my sanity in this nothingness of darkness.

Despite not being able to see anything.
Despite not being able to do anything.

In this situation, I was maintaining my mental state remarkably well.

Well enough to defy the expectations of this self-proclaimed god.

"In reality, almost no time has passed outside, but the time ratio between there and here must be at least dozens of times different."

"....."

"Most people would have lost their minds long ago. Besides... your entire body must feel incredibly heavy right now, so how?"

"....."

...However, that doesn't mean it's easy to maintain my sanity like this.

If what he just said is true, the time difference between here and the outside is about dozens of times.

The perceived time for me, unable to see anything in this darkness, would feel much longer than that.

Even now, my fingers are starting to tingle slightly.

The truth is, I was just hiding it.
My mind was already being slowly eaten away.

If I hadn't been biting my lips hard occasionally and keeping my eyes closed, I would have gone mad long ago.

But thanks to keeping my eyes closed, they've adapted well to this unfamiliar situation.
And biting my lips has helped me stay grounded despite everything I'm feeling.

That's how I've barely managed to hold on without going insane.

*And in a way, that bastard's voice has also served as my conversation partner.*

It was truly, truly fucking awful that my only remaining conversation partner was someone like him, but that was the reality.

In this situation, having someone to talk to was literally a blessing.

Of course, that doesn't mean this situation allowed for normal dialogue.

"Whether your eyes are open or closed, it's pitch-black darkness anyway, so why bother keeping them closed?"

"....."

"By now, curiosity alone should have made you open your eyes at least once. It seems my vessel this time is quite cold-hearted."

...Cold-hearted my ass.
Why would I open my eyes for anyone's benefit?

This current situation where I can't see an inch in front of me is already difficult enough. If I were to see some giant eyeball floating in front of me without any mental preparation, I might really lose my mind.

It sounds ridiculous, but...
His appearance was that disgusting and bizarre.

In my current fragile mental state, the chances of remaining sane after seeing his deformed appearance weren't very high.

The term "cosmic horror" exists for a reason.
Something so grotesquely hideous can inspire not just fear but sometimes even awe.

Especially if that being was once a god, one could roughly guess the impact without needing words.

*Besides... I don't think I could control my emotions well right now...*

Even the current situation where his voice is ringing in my ears isn't particularly pleasant.

Just hearing the voice is fine, but...
When I think about it being the voice of the one who has tormented me all this time...

It makes my blood boil and my guts twist.

Even if I try not to think about it that way, my mind has long since absorbed this fact, and the realization that the voice of the being who has tormented me is more peaceful than any voice I've ever heard is enough to drive me mad.

If I'm not careful, I might actually start to think better of him, enchanted by this voice.

Brainwashing and influence aren't concepts that exist for no reason.
Voice has much more power than we think.

The power to easily manipulate people and make them believe what you say.

"You're different from the others. Far too different."

"....."

"You have a desire for revenge against me, but you're trying not to express it immediately. Perhaps it means you can grasp reality to some extent and exercise some self-control accordingly."

"....."

"It was worth waiting hundreds of years. For a human from another world, you have a remarkably rewarding soul."

"....."

..Crunch.
My teeth grind with a chilling sound without me realizing it.

Every time his voice drums against my eardrums, all the pain I've endured seems to flash through my mind.

All the memories I've been burying started surfacing at once.
As a result, terrible sounds continued to come from my teeth, and my fingernails dug deeper into my palms.

No matter how much I tried to endure, I couldn't help it.

This wasn't anger that could be controlled by thought.

"Why did it have to be me?"

"....Hmm?"

The words slipped out unconsciously.
I already knew I shouldn't engage in conversation, but I simply couldn't hold back anymore.

I might as well fall for his tricks.
No, I could even willingly fall for them.

But at the very least, I needed to know this before anything else.

"Why, out of all those people, did you choose me? And why did you make me live such a miserable life?"

"....You're curious about that now?"

"Even if I kill you, I need to know why you made me like this to feel satisfied."

"Hmm... You've already heard my circumstances, yet you're still curious about that now?"

"Of course I am."

Hearing an explanation directly from the culprit is different from hearing it from a third party.

Besides, I couldn't properly find out from them why they specifically chose me.

In this situation, the only one who could answer my question was the being in front of me.

"...Hmm, well, I suppose I can tell you. It's not like I can't share it."

"....."

"Judging by your expression, you don't like my tone, but there's nothing you can do about it right now, so it's better to just stay quiet. You know that much, don't you?"

"...I wish you'd stop the bullshit and just get on with it."

"Hehehe... Well, it's not a particularly pleasant story to hear... but I'll tell you."

Let's see...
Where should I begin?

Since neither of us appreciates slow stories, I'll get straight to the point...

"Because there was no one else suitable besides you."

"....What?"

"...Hmm? I didn't think it was a difficult concept, but do I need to repeat myself?"

In the world you lived in, you were the only suitable candidate.

"So, it's a misunderstanding that only you had to suffer like that. On the contrary, it's because it was you that you've suffered like this all along."

"....."

"You... or more precisely, your soul, was the one that resonated best with me in that world."
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It had existed since ancient times.
Standing as both the brother of light and its adversary.

Thus, darkness was born alongside light.

Unlike light, no one sought to worship darkness.
Darkness was, by nature, something that caused great discomfort to those who beheld it.

In those primitive times when civilization was undeveloped, light was naturally prioritized over darkness, and gradually darkness gained a reputation befitting its position as light's adversary.

Well, until then, it hadn't particularly cared about this fact.

Regardless of what humans said, it existed in this world.
It knew all too well that no matter how much they gathered their opinions, they could never reach it.

Just staying as it was suited it perfectly fine.

Yes, exactly.
Until it met a certain human.

"That child was so young. Unbelievably young to be the first human to summon me."

"....."

"At first, the child cried upon seeing me. Well, I suppose not many children would remain calm seeing a black something floating in the air without a face."

I too thought it was a mistake at first.
I assumed the child had randomly called upon any god, and I happened to hear the call by chance.

But the child who saw me jumped up and down with joy.

Saying they had successfully summoned me.
That now they wouldn't be called a liar anymore.

Yes, from the beginning, that child had wanted to call me.

"So I asked. Why summon me?"

"......"

"The amazing thing was, there wasn't really any special reason. The child said that darkness exists in this world, yet people speak as if only light matters. Finding that unfair, the child summoned me."

Strange, isn't it?
It couldn't be anything but strange.

Even I didn't care how humans evaluated me, yet this human child, who hadn't even known I actually existed, felt indignant on my behalf.

And so, curiosity suddenly sparked within me.

This human doing such a pointless thing.
I wondered what kind of beings they were, that light cherished them so dearly.

I ended up doing something I would never normally do.

"....What was that thing you shouldn't have done?"

"Devotion."

".....?"

"I tried taking human form and fitting into human life."

A foolish and stupid act.
It was like a human deliberately trying to understand the life of an insect.

But because of that, I became aware of emotions.

Unlike now, humans back then were more honest with their feelings and didn't put on pretenses.

They expressed their hearts honestly.
There was no need to be constrained by social status.

Thanks to that, even I, who had no documents to prove my identity, could live among humans for several decades.

"Do you know what I realized during those decades?"

"....."

"That humans are far more cruel and brutal than I had thought."

Killing what might threaten them.
Killing out of hunger, hatred, or disgust.

Their arrogant mindset that the world revolves around them—honestly, I had no intention of condemning them as a god.

After all, they were still alive.
Whatever happened after death was another matter, but this was their life.

Correcting that mindset was ultimately the humans' responsibility, and I didn't consider it my business how many natural beings or other humans were sacrificed because of it.

"At least... until I met that child again."

"...That child?"

"Didn't I mention? The first child who summoned me."

When I met the child again after about ten years, they had grown into a proper adult.

I watched over them with a certain attachment.
Humans tend to assign significance to firsts, don't they?

It was natural that the child became special to me compared to other humans, and before I knew it, I found myself quietly watching over them until they started a family.

In other words, I showed favoritism.
I, who had no interest in anything in this world until then, began favoring a mere human child.

"Of course, that doesn't mean I gave them any special treatment or benefits different from other humans. As I said, I just watched over them from the sidelines."

"......"

"You seem to find it difficult to understand. Well, I suppose it might seem strange to you who sacrifice everything for the things you like."

But a god shouldn't do that.
A god shouldn't be so deeply involved in the world.

In your terms, it's similar to not giving anything extra to ants no matter how cute they might seem.

When humans interfere in the world of ants, they don't become ants themselves.

Forcing your way in only ends up destroying their ecosystem.

I didn't want that.
After all, that child was my first.

Perhaps that child was my first Saintess.

They were the only human I ever gave my heart to, the only human I ever wished would live well.

And that wish of mine crumbled in just one hour.

"Witch hunts—perhaps you've heard of them."

"....."

"That nonsensical act carried out nationwide under the pretext of eradicating evil."

Of course, I had no intention of criticizing the action itself.
Whatever the process, it wasn't the first time humans had started wars.

I thought it would be a problem that would eventually resolve itself if I just let it be.

If I had known that misfortune would extend to that child, I would never have allowed it.

"Around that time, my sister issued an oracle to humans."

".....?"

"Eradication of the roots of evil in the world—in other words, the complete elimination of the darkness in the human world, such as black magicians."

Of course, there was nothing wrong with that itself.
The intention was certainly good.

But the problem lay with the humans who exaggerated and twisted that oracle to suit their own tastes.

"Those in power began eliminating people as they pleased under the pretext of witch hunts."

"....."

"Thanks to that, witch hunting culture literally became popular throughout the country, and if corrupt officials claimed someone was a witch, they would be branded as one no matter how unjust it was."

Do you think it doesn't make sense?
But it actually happened.

No matter how many people condemned the witch hunts compared to those who didn't, they fundamentally had the mindset of 'as long as it's not me' in their hearts.

As long as it wasn't happening to them and their loved ones.
They didn't care what happened otherwise.

That mindset made the situation even more serious.

"And eventually, even the child I had been watching over was accused of being a witch and executed."

Do you know why?
The reason was that they sensed an energy similar to mine from that child.

Even though I had never bestowed any blessing upon that child, they all accused them of being a witch who used sinister energy.

The child tried to escape with their family, but under strict surveillance, it was impossible, and as a result, they were executed in front of a crowded square.

For a long three days.

"Can you imagine what the villagers did to that child and their family who were tied to a cross and stoned?"

"....."

"Whether they felt lust for the child they called a witch or a devil. That child suffered all kinds of horrific acts."

Literally unable to close their eyes properly for three days and nights.
In the end, the child was burned alive at the final hour of the third night.

And I watched everything that happened to that child with bloodshot eyes from beside them.

"You may not know this, but a Saintess is like a daughter to all gods."

"....."

"Then... can you imagine how I felt, considering that child more than just my Saintess in my heart?"

Do you dare, can humans dare,
to fathom that pain?

"So I immediately ran to my sister and pleaded. That child is not a heretic. Not a black magician or anything like that, just an innocent child who associated with me."

"....."

"I begged her to issue even a personal oracle to save that child."

"....."

"Do you know what my sister's answer was?"

She couldn't issue an oracle for a god's personal reasons.
Especially if it was for the sake of just one human.

"That's when I realized. In this cursed human world, our role is nothing more than that of bystanders."

No matter how much we like or love a child.
We can only watch.

Isn't such a world... wrong?

We gods are the very beings who created this world.
Yet we who watch over its inhabitants can only suffer like this.

I didn't like that at all.

"That was why I tried to overturn the human world, and why my physical form collapsed."
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After that, I searched for a way to resurrect myself.
Even in my sealed state, I found that much was somehow possible.

However, breaking a seal created by almost all the gods working together, using only my own power, was nearly impossible.

I tried every method, even giving my power to children who believed in me, just like the child I mentioned earlier. But the more I searched, the clearer it became that breaking this seal and resurrecting again was virtually impossible.

Even if I could do everything else, this curse was bound to my very existence. The possibility of resurrecting in my own body was beyond imagination.

Besides, even if I could somehow resurrect in another body, the gods of this world would surely notice.

"So, I chose you."

"....."

"A vessel not of this world, and suitably hollow enough to contain my flesh."

You were the perfect match for that combination.
Of course... I had to do more work than expected to hollow you out.

"From your expression, it seems you don't quite understand what it means to be hollowed out."

"....."

"I'll explain it simply. After all, your consciousness will disappear soon anyway."

Having another soul enter a person's body is never a simple matter.

Just as a warrior's movements are ingrained in their muscles...
Everything about the original owner remains imprinted in that body.

Even if another soul enters, could it properly use that body?

All kinds of memories and habits would tangle and mix together.
Eventually, you'd likely forget who you originally were.

Therefore, to possess another body, erasing all traces of the original owner is most important.

"There are many methods to do this... but the quickest and easiest is pain."

"....."

"You probably understand its effectiveness better than anyone, having experienced and endured it to reach this point."

You've probably endured through your desire for revenge.
But fundamentally, pain is what can drag humans to their lowest point.

Pain so powerful it can knead the brain, change thoughts, and even correct behavior.

By inflicting increasingly intense, repetitive pain, you exhaust the original owner of the body, gradually wearing down their mind and memories.

That was the basic groundwork needed to stably possess another body.

"If this process doesn't go smoothly, even I would risk being consumed. Besides, you're from a different world, so you obviously know many things I'm unfamiliar with."

"....."

"Making an unfavorable gamble immediately doesn't suit my temperament. And thanks to that, you've been able to move around intact until now."

Well? Do you understand the situation now?

The golden eyes grinned wickedly.
Though no mouth was visible, that was clearly the intent.

If she could break down the boy's last bit of reason, the long-awaited resurrection ritual would finally begin.

She hoped the boy would become irrationally excited.
If that last shred of reason disappeared, taking over his body would become much easier.

This was the result of waiting hundreds of years.
If not now, who knew when another opportunity would come.

From her perspective, with no other vessels remaining, this was essentially her last chance.

"Of course, you probably still think you can endure longer. Indeed, your spiritual power is so remarkable that even I, watching you, feel amazed."

But how long can that possibly last?

The time ratio here is already dozens of times different from reality.
In other words, you're experiencing dozens of times the sensation of time passed in the real world, compressed into mere seconds.

One second feels like dozens of hours, one minute like years.

In such circumstances, how many humans could avoid going insane?
Or rather, how many seconds could a human mind endure in this place?

"I guarantee you won't last more than a few hours at most."

It's impressive you've held out this long...
But in the end, you're still a soul in a human vessel.

When you endure beyond your body's limits, either your mind or body will inevitably collapse.

A body that should die doesn't die,
A mind that shouldn't die does.

You, with your young body and mind.
Could you really endure all that, even after experiencing all kinds of pain for hundreds of years?

You, who are neither a god nor a spirit.

Can you endure all that time, boredom, loneliness, and pain?

"No, that's impossible."

"....."

"Actually, it's remarkable you've come this far in a mere human body. By my calculations, you should have gone mad long ago like the other vessels."

"....."

"So... I brought as many vessels as possible to secure the maximum chance of success..."

Well, you ended up lasting the longest.
I can't be satisfied, but I'll have to make do.

"Don't feel wronged. If you had given up earlier, none of this would have happened."

"....."

"Stubbornly. That petty emotion called vengeance helped you endure until now, which ultimately became good for me and painful for you."

How foolish.

As she was about to add those words, her pupils trembled slightly.
The corner of the human's mouth, who had shown no response until now, had risen slightly more than before.

"...What? How are you smiling?"

Why was he smiling?
How could he smile in this situation?

Could it be that he dismissed everything she had said as illusions or baseless lies?

Of course, considering normal human mental strength, that might be possible.

These few minutes she had been speaking...
She knew all too well how much time those minutes would have felt like to the boy before her.

This was a plan that had been proceeding without any twists for years.
Even if the boy created some variable, she was confident her plan wouldn't falter.

At least in this situation, unless someone comparable to her intervened. Absolutely not.

And she didn't think the boy before her would be unaware of this fact.

Time is something that cannot be ignored.
Even a mere few hundred years is quite a long time for humans.

A human who has accumulated that much time, no matter what pains they've endured, would surely have gained some kind of experience or intuition.

Perhaps he thinks that if he just endures, some god will help him...

'Well, that thought isn't entirely wrong.'

After all, none of the existing gods would welcome her resurrection.

They wouldn't want the balance of the divine realm to be disrupted again.
They wouldn't tolerate the disruption of this world's balance, which is little more than their only source of entertainment.

There have already been several incidents caused by the leakage of her power... but compared to her resurrection, those incidents are less significant than dirt under one's feet.

Therefore, if he simply endures, there will inevitably be divine intervention in some form.

That's probably what he's thinking.
And it's not an entirely incorrect perspective.

Nevertheless, she felt no threat whatsoever.

For gods to intervene in the human world is no easy task.

Even issuing simple instructions consumes considerable causality.
To rescue a single human from some fortress would require using power with the resolve to let one's divine self be annihilated.

Of course, no god would take such a risk for a mere human, who is nothing more than a chess piece on a game board...

There would absolutely be none.
The role of gods was merely that of observers.

The characteristic of observers is that when the event actually happens to them, they become confused and unable to make decisions.

They talk so well when watching from afar...
But when experiencing the event directly, they just panic and struggle.

Perhaps they can enjoy everything so carefreely because they're confident they'll never become directly involved in such events.

'...In the end, I alone understand this world's tragedy best.'

So, ultimately, my choice is for the benefit of this world.

Unlike those observers.
I have directly experienced and felt this world.

Even if the strongest among the current gods, my sister, were to come here, she couldn't stop my resurrection...?

"...What is this?"

Why are you still smiling?

At that moment, very slightly.
Very slightly but clearly.

The boy raised his head.

With eerily curved eyes and mouth corners.

"...will."

"....."

"...You will ruin all your plans here today because of that arrogance."

I stake my life on this guarantee.
That your plan will dare to fail.

...Why is it?
Though it's clearly just a baseless delusion...

Why do I feel that it might actually become reality?

The pupil of the eye twisted slightly.
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"...such bravado, what can you possibly do while you're forced to remain still in that spot?"

Those golden eyes flashed with murderous intent.
But somehow, they began to tremble slightly.

That fact alone was enough to put my mind at ease.

It meant that this being wasn't invincible after all.

At least that small hint of anxiety gave me great hope.
The hope that even the mightiest mountain range has streams flowing down its slopes.

"...I don't understand how you can still smile. Did human values change while I wasn't paying attention?"

"...On the contrary, I don't understand how anyone could not smile in this situation."

"...?"

Let me be clear—there wasn't a single lie in what I just said.

Because I truly believe I can't help but smile in this situation.

"If controlling my body is as easy as you claim, then why haven't you been using my body as your own all this time?"

"....."

"In other words, there must be some specific condition for my body to become yours, right?"

For example... my mind must submit to you.
Or at the very least, my consciousness must be unable to function.

The moment I finished speaking, I could feel the atmosphere around us grow heavy.

"...Inferior creature."

"I'm... sorry for being... so... perceptive... kuhak!"

"....."

Even as my body grew heavier and my legs gave out, the smile never left my face.

Thinking about it, there were many strange things about this situation.

For one, this self-proclaimed former god resorting to illusion magic just to obtain my body.

And while he's been trying to persuade or convince me all this time,
He hasn't once tried to physically force me into submission.

All this could only mean one thing—no matter how much he claimed to be a former god, he couldn't simply take my body as he pleased.

If he could have forcibly taken my body, he would have done so already.

If he really had been sealed away for hundreds of years as he claimed...
He'd be absolutely desperate to break free by now.

Yet despite that, the fact that he still hadn't taken control of my body meant that he couldn't do so without meeting certain conditions.

And that meant I still had hope.

"What if... kagh... I continue... to resist like this...?"

"....."

"What if I hold out until someone comes to help me... or until you get tired first..."

If nothing else, in this place, mental strength is absolute power.

Magic, physical strength, techniques... none of that matters.
It's simply about how long you can hold out without going insane.

In a world where that determines everything, I was confident I could endure better than anyone.

At least far better than this mentally weak being who wanted to destroy humanity just because some humans he cared about had died.

"Are you certain humans will come to save you? Even if they did, you have no idea when that might be... Do you really think you can hold out until then?"

"....."

Humans are selfish.
They only care about themselves and think only of themselves.

Even if those close to you, your friends and family, wanted to find you, reaching this place would be no easy task.

Average skills wouldn't be enough.
Mediocre power wouldn't even get past my children.

As time passes, those coming to rescue you will be worn down, and their numbers will dwindle.

When that happens, do you still believe there will be anyone left to save you?

What are you putting your faith in?
What could you possibly believe in?

"Haven't you seen it? Or have you already forgotten?"

You suffered.
Literally, at the hands of countless people.

I can't deny that we orchestrated those situations.

But despite that, it was ultimately humans—those very humans—who decided to abuse and torture you.

Don't you remember?
You couldn't possibly have forgotten.

The pain of having your flesh torn, cut, and sometimes even submerged in boiling water.

"Aren't you sick of it? Of human beings?"

Animals form packs to protect themselves from other species and live safely.

But humans become more evil the more they gather.

They feel superior to those who can't form groups or who are relatively weaker, and those feelings lead them to persecute their own kind.

Animals hunt their own kind for only one reason:
When they themselves are on the brink of starvation.

But what about humans?

What reason do humans have for waging war?
Even at this very moment, humans are hating, envying, and being jealous of each other.

I can't say it's everyone, but most humans aren't living day to day in starvation and hardship, nor is it a world where they must hate each other.

But why?
Why hasn't the world become peaceful yet?

The world is full of humans, yet war and slaughter never cease.

You don't need me to answer why.
When it comes to human greed, I think your past self knows better than anyone.

Is that all?
What about the natural world sacrificed for humans?

Animals only need their nests.
And even those nests rarely damage nature.

But humans?

They don't make homes in trees or caves like animals.
They trample and reshape nature as they please, solely for their own benefit.

They're selfish creatures who have abandoned everything else and only follow their own path.

Literally worse than beasts.
And now you're willing to gamble on such creatures?

"No matter how much you want to believe in them, no one will be moved or pleased by your noble faith."

Why?
Simply because it's not their problem.

Loyalty, solidarity—these words mean nothing to humans.

No matter how much you resist me out of vengeance,
To other humans, it's just someone else's problem, something they don't need to concern themselves with.

"Even if they realized that once I take control of your body, I'll kill all humans, they still wouldn't step forward willingly."

I'll say it again, because to them, it's just someone else's problem.

In the end, humans will place their expectations on you, criticize you, and blame you.

They'll tell you to endure it for their sake.
To hold out until the very, very end.

They will demand your sacrifice.

While hiding behind that small shield called "not my problem."

...And yet, you're saying you want to believe in these humans?

"Unlike you, I have nothing to lose. I can just think of this as an extension of my time being sealed."

"....."

"But what about you?"

"....."

"You know so much about the world. You know what things are good, bad, unpleasant, sad, or fun. Because you've already experienced the world once."

"....."

"And yet, someone like you wants to waste time against me in this empty place?"

Do you truly believe that's possible?
Sometimes knowing something is scarier than not knowing it at all.

Just as a monk who has tasted meat cannot leave the secular world, you too will likely go mad before long.

As I said earlier, time passes dozens of times faster here than outside.
And the human brain typically goes insane after hundreds of hours of doing nothing.

"What did you say earlier? Something about betting your life... making promises. Is that what you said?"

Then let me return the favor.
I guarantee you won't last even two days here properly.

By then, you'll be the one begging to be killed, screaming to be released from this insane place.

No matter how much your mental strength surpasses that of ordinary humans, time is still on my side.

"Do you know how many hours have passed since we started this conversation?"

"....."

"Not even a full minute yet. By outside world standards, that is."

".....!"

"Isn't that amazing? Time you thought was at least dozens of minutes has been less than a minute outside."

"....."

"Go ahead and try to hold out until the end."

As much as your mind can bear without going insane.
Try to endure as long as you can.

You'll experience firsthand how painful it is when your mind wears down and erodes without breaking.

"At this point, I'm looking forward to it. I—"

To seeing how long you can last.
How much you can satisfy me.
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Time passed by quickly.
It had already been a week since Jenison disappeared.

While everyone was making their own preparations for their own reasons.

Bang-!
Crash-!

The unexpected sound of rocks being shattered.
The sound of something solid breaking echoed for quite some time.

It was loud enough that strangers hearing it would have immediately reported it to the guards.

Yet, despite this, no one questioned these thunderous noises.

Because such sounds had been heard countless times before, it couldn't be considered an accident.

And the person who had sent away the guards who responded to these noises was none other than the Reinhardt family.

Once the Reinhardt family stepped in, there was nothing ordinary citizens could do.

They had decided to handle everything themselves and take responsibility.
There was no justification for others to pry any further.

Of course, occasionally some people would complain about the noise being too loud...

But they only voiced their complaints when no one important was listening.
Not a single citizen actually went to confront the Reinhardt family directly.

The reason for this was quite simple.

The place they would have to confront was none other than the Reinhardt family.

Even though the Reinhardt name had diminished somewhat from its former glory, they still exerted tremendous influence over the empire.

Of course, everyone initially thought the Reinhardt family had fallen.
After all, the head of the family who had been supporting the Reinhardts had been completely replaced.

Although the imperial family had officially recognized the legitimate successor, that didn't reduce people's dissatisfaction.

In this era, women's status was clearly lower than men's.
Especially in the Reinhardt family, known as a family of knights.

While they had produced a fair number of female knights, that was only because those women had received the same training as the male knights and completed it admirably.

They weren't discriminated against out of respect for overcoming their physical limitations.

But that wasn't reason enough for people to accept a woman sitting in the position of family head.

Their only concern was ability.
And they absolutely couldn't believe that Aria Reinhardt could lead the family well.

Because she was a mage.

A mage becoming the head of a knight family was an issue with enormous repercussions just by itself.

Even if she was the legitimate successor.
It was a question of whether she truly understood the family.

That's why an unusually large number of subordinate houses under the Reinhardt family cast votes against her.

To use an analogy, it was like entry-level employees objecting to the CEO's orders.

Something impossible unless you didn't value your life.
Yet, this absurd situation had actually happened.

As a result, many people lost confidence in the Reinhardt family's future and began leaving one by one.

Everyone said there was no future for the Reinhardt family.

Until exactly three days later, when the imperial family officially recognized Aria Reinhardt as duchess.

The succession process that had been repeatedly delayed was finally acknowledged by the imperial family.
With that fact alone, the Reinhardt family's prestige could return to what it once was.

The imperial family rarely officially recognized other families.

This essentially meant that the Reinhardt family and the imperial family had joined hands.

While the other four great families might have just frowned at this news, for the families that had left the Reinhardt family, it was like a bolt from the blue.

As this breaking news spread throughout the empire, many families found themselves without connections.

They couldn't join other factions under the four great families because they'd be labeled traitors.
When they tried to form alliances with other nobles, they were constantly rejected out of fear of earning the Reinhardts' enmity.

As this process continued to repeat, all they felt was tremendous regret and despair.

Meanwhile, the Reinhardt family, though they had stumbled slightly, continued to thrive.

There was no longer any uncertainty attached to the Reinhardt name.
If anything, their reputation had grown even greater than before.

Despite such a powerful family standing firm, no one dared to approach them with complaints.

When they should be trying to make a good impression, there was no reason to do something that would earn their hatred.

Perhaps nobles who lived and died by honor might have done so.
But for ordinary citizens, their own well-being was still more important than pride.

Bang-!
Crash-!

"...Even so, that's really something. What on earth are they doing to make such loud noises?"

"How would I know... Even if I wanted to see what they're doing, it's happening on family grounds so we can't watch. What a shame..."

As the frequency of the thunderous noises increased, the complaints from people nearby grew exponentially, but questions like these also began to emerge.

What on earth were they doing on family grounds?
Why did these explosive sounds keep echoing?

Were they developing some new weapon?
Was the Reinhardt family preparing for war? And so on.

Countless questions were passed around, but the Reinhardt family, the source of these rumors, gave no answers.

Every time, the only response was "It's family business, don't worry about it."

No one had been able to solve this mystery so far.

Probably no one would figure it out later either.
Who in the world would believe that these thunderous noises were being made by a single individual?

I guarantee, no one would imagine
that a young boy without any weapons was making such sounds.

"Swinging that slowly, you couldn't even catch a mouse. Well, I suppose that's about right for a punch from someone like you."

"...Ugh!"

"I told you not to let your emotions control your punches, but here you go again?"

"Gah..?!"

"Does it hurt? You need to engrave that pain into your body. That way, when you get hit elsewhere, you'll feel less pain!"

A brutal beating scene that was almost too terrible to watch.

To an observer, it would look like some eccentric was manhandling an innocent boy like catching a mouse.

No one would call what was happening before their eyes training.
But despite this, the boy continued to swing his fists without breaking.

There were signs of beating, but no serious injuries. That was the boy's current state.

This was possible thanks to a miraculous striking technique that maximized pain while minimizing internal injuries.

"If you throw punches wildly like that, even neighborhood brats will see it coming and dodge. Where I grew up, kids like you would just quietly disappear..."

"HYAAAH..!!"

"....?!"

In that moment, with a shout of effort, a body was lifted into the air.

The boy who had been quietly taking hits until now
had used the staff blocking his attack to launch the man in front of him into the air.

A flash of surprise crossed the man's face.

The boy had allowed himself to be hit nearly a hundred times.
After taking that many attacks, even the toughest person would have their spirit broken and body shattered.

Even though he had controlled his strength to avoid causing unnecessary internal injuries, the boy shouldn't have been able to get up again through sheer willpower.

Moreover, lifting someone of his own build with just one hand like this...

It was definitely not a coincidence.
This had already far exceeded what could be overcome through stubbornness or anger.

'...If that's the case, there's only one answer.'

"Grr...AAAAAAHHH!!"

With a roar, a fist flew toward the man's face.

The sound of air being cut echoed around them.
If that hit squarely, it would definitely not end well.

"That's right. This is how you should have been from the beginning."

"...Guh?!"

It was literally a split-second difference.
Before the boy's fist could strike the man's face directly, the boy's fist froze.

Because the end of the man's staff had penetrated deep into the boy's abdomen before the boy's fist could hit the man's face.

The boy collapsed, having lost his breath.
All the pain he had experienced until now seemed to be felt in real-time on his face.

"That's enough. I've seen enough. Now go to sleep."

"Guh....huh...huff..!"

"No, it's fine. You don't need to get up. You did well enough."

"Ugh..."

"Alright, from now on, do as you please. Go save your friend or whatever you want to do."

"...Heh."

"...Stubborn bastard, you were determined to hear a definitive answer before resting, weren't you?"

Ignorant fool.
When it comes to ignorance, you're number one among my disciples.

A smile spread across the boy's face.

It was a surprisingly satisfied smile for someone who hadn't landed a single clean hit.
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"Then I'll be going now."

"Yeah, yeah, hurry up and go."

"....."

"Take care. And please make sure to give my brother my regards when you see him."

"I will. I'll definitely pass it on."

"Yes, please do."

"Just go already! Stop bothering people."

"Haha... yes, I'm going. Farewell."

With that, a young man finally emerged from the mansion where the thunderous noise had been echoing.

To an outsider, there was nothing strange about this scene.
But anyone who knew the boy's identity would surely be shocked.

An Iris had just left the Reinhardt household.
No one would be foolish enough not to understand what that meant.

Traditionally, the four great houses had always kept each other in check.

Of course, being nobles, they maintained an implicit alliance in front of the imperial family, but that was merely a hollow facade.

Not a single house truly considered the others allies.
From the beginning, they never wanted that kind of relationship with each other.

If they had truly wanted such connections, they would have arranged political marriages long ago.

The fact that they had never used this method—one widely known among most nobles—meant they had absolutely no expectations of each other.

Which made this current scene all the more remarkable.

"...The others must all be at the meeting place by now."

A smile played on the lips of the young man who stood gazing absently at the sky after leaving the mansion.

How he had ended up in this predicament.
If his family had seen him in this state, they would have scolded him immediately—the thought struck him as rather amusing.

"This is all your fault, you damned fool."

What could he do?
It was all because he'd chosen the wrong friend.

What had started as simple amusement, then continued out of interest and curiosity, and finally evolved into admiration—who would have thought their friendship would lead to this?

He never dreamed he'd get tangled in something so complicated.
He was someone who disliked complexity so much that he'd been planning to pass the family headship to his younger sibling...

How on earth had things turned out this way?

Sighing deeply changed nothing.
Whatever happened, what he needed to do now remained the same.

If he had been planning to back out, he wouldn't have started in the first place.

There would have been no reason to endure that pain.
No reason to withstand that harsh training.

If he hadn't intended to help his friend who had suddenly become embroiled in inexplicable incidents, he needn't have started any of this.

"By the way... I should probably get there quickly, though I'm not sure if I should go looking like this."

He paused for a moment to objectively assess his appearance.

Clothes covered in dirt and dust, making him look filthy.
And to make matters worse, he was drenched in sweat, giving off what seemed like a musty odor.

Even though it wasn't a formal occasion, he wondered if it was really okay to show up like this.

The place he was heading to was clearly different from other social gatherings.

A place where connections and mutual relationships didn't matter at all.
A place created solely for the purpose of rescuing one person.

There was no need to adhere to formalities for such an occasion.

In a way, his current appearance might even be better, as it showed the effort he had put in.

Still, he couldn't help but worry about the people who would be gathering there.

From the Academy's director to the Saintess of the religious order.
Every single one of them was a prominent figure whose name would be recognized anywhere.

To be honest, while he had no rational fondness for such people, simply knowing them could be a significant advantage in noble society and social circles.

Some might dismiss it as mere networking, but in social circles, that was power—that was authority.

If he could leave a good impression on such people... at the very least, it wouldn't hurt. No matter the current situation, eventually everything would end and return to normal.

"...I have to make sure that happens. Somehow."

The young man's footsteps fell heavily.
Just as he decided he should first buy new clothes to change into.

***

"He's gone."

"Yeah... *munch munch*..."

"...Aren't you worried, teacher? You seemed to enjoy teaching him."

"Why should I worry about where that guy is going? I'm sure he'll find his way back just fine."

"...He's my brother's friend, you know."

"So what if he's your brother's friend? They're all the same to me, so it doesn't matter."

"....."

"...Don't look at me like that. At least I didn't give him half-hearted training."

"...Really?"

"Of course. Though I could only teach him for a short time due to circumstances, I didn't do it half-heartedly. It would reflect poorly on me if he got beaten up somewhere."

"...I've thought this many times, but you really don't seem like a noble at all."

"Of course not. Do I look anything like those troublesome people?"

"...That wasn't a compliment... *sigh*."

"He may not be able to sense energy yet, but with a little more practice, he definitely won't get beaten up wherever he goes."

Because that's how I taught him.
A smile spread across the man's face.

***

What does it mean to handle magic?
People often call magic a product of miracles, but that's not true at all.

Rather, magic is more logical than anything else in the world.

Using a set amount of mana, with a defined magical formula, to cast the appropriate spell for the current situation.

Even when using the simplest magic, a formula is necessary.
Even relatively low-level magicians have some firm philosophy about their magic.

There is no luck in magic, and even less room for coincidence.

Just as there is a result for every cause.
Within the broad scope of magic, there must always be a corresponding relationship.

'But this... no matter how I look at it...'

The Academy's director. Working in that position, she had seen and studied countless spells over the years.

Until now, no one had been able to show off their magical knowledge in front of her, and even renowned debaters were always persuaded by her logical arguments.

The experience she had accumulated was by no means trivial.
And because of that, she had never once thought she would encounter a phenomenon she couldn't understand.

...Yes, never.
Until just now.

"If I... do it like this?"

*Whoosh!*

"Ah, it worked! Then, next...?"

"....."

Each of the four great houses had their own exceptional field.
Among them, Renuel was known as the house of magic.

She was called a prodigy in that house and received unwavering support from the head, ultimately achieving first place in the Academy's magic classes.

Thinking about it carefully, these facts alone left no room to doubt her abilities.

But what the director wanted to confirm was this:
Did her skills truly exceed the level of a student?

No matter how prestigious the title of first place might be, it was still only at a student level.

The place they were heading to was not somewhere that would show mercy to those lacking in skill.

Lack of skill meant danger to one's life.
To bring her to a place where a moment's mistake could be life-threatening, they needed to accurately gauge her true abilities.

That's why the director had given her the title of disciple—something she had resolved not to do again—and observed her skills up close.

Time was short, and teaching time even shorter.
If she didn't show potential quickly, they would have to cut her off here.

Of course, cutting her off didn't mean killing her, but at the very least, they would have to take measures to prevent her from following them to where they were going.

And the director had thought that would likely be the outcome.

Logically speaking, no matter how good a student might be at magic, it's extremely difficult to suddenly develop to a professor's level.

At the very minimum, one needed to be at a professor's level to avoid becoming a liability...
And that kind of skill typically required vast experience, unless one possessed overwhelming talent.

It was nearly impossible to accumulate that kind of experience in such a short time, starting from a student's level.

That's why the director had thought there was no hope for her.

But...

"...I never thought I'd be impressed by a mere student's talent, not even professors."

Her talent was so overwhelming that it made all these thoughts seem meaningless.

Her way of interpreting magic was slightly different from the director's...
But her process of applying and adapting the results of that interpretation was more overwhelming than anyone the director had ever seen.

It felt like watching a seasoned magician.

It wasn't about skill or talent, but rather like facing an insurmountable wall of years.

Experience. Vast experience.
This was literally the result of countless experiences.

'Come to think of it... the Renuel family and the Magic Tower have a symbiotic relationship.'

Perhaps she had spent her time reading nothing but magical texts there.
Indeed, with the help of the Renuel family and the Magic Tower, she could have read as many magical texts as she wanted.

If this was the result of studying magic over and over in that environment... her current abilities weren't completely incomprehensible.

Plus, she had an excellent teacher.
The director had no doubt about the skills of that old man known as the Great Sage.

"...She has all the right conditions."

At this level... there might be no need to teach her anything more.

At the very least, she wouldn't be a liability.
That thought crossed the director's mind.

"Well then, it should be about time for everyone to arrive... Ah, there they are."

Several figures came into her view.

The appearance of reliable allies who had completely shed their youthful appearance.

Ch.394 - Preparation (3)
People began to gather one by one.
Their appearances hadn't changed much from a week ago, but the aura they emanated was distinctly different.

How much stronger had they become, and how much had they trained?
As their educator, I couldn't help but look forward to their achievements.

Of course, it wouldn't be too late to ask them after all this was over.

"Everyone has gathered. Regarding preparations... it seems you've all taken care of them well, so we'll move on."

"Wait a minute, aren't there others who haven't arrived yet? The number seems slightly less than when we first met."

Sino Charlotte.
As always, her provocative clothing and manner of speaking remained unchanged.

Looking at her appearance alone, one might believe she was raised in the slums rather than a duke's household.

While most nobles were desperate to cover their bodies completely, her current attire was optimized to maximize her mobility.

In other words, except for the parts that would be too revealing, she was practically undressed.

Even among adventurers, those who secretly enjoyed others' attention dressed like that.
The advantage of such attire was that it allowed complete freedom of movement.

In short, there were no restrictions on movement whatsoever.

From that fact alone, I could roughly tell which aspects she had been intensively training.

"I heard the others are on their way... but Miss Sino, I think you should put on some additional clothing first."

"Eh? But this is comfortable for me."

"Since we don't know what the climate will be like there, it would be better to wear a couple more layers. If you feel cold later, there won't be much we can do about it once we're there."

"Can't I just bring clothes separately? If the Director uses magic..."

"Using storage magic every time the temperature changes would be troublesome for both of us. You don't need to cover up much, just bring any extra layer to wear over what you have."

"Ugh... fine, fine..."

After finishing the conversation, she headed back to where her family members were, looking deflated.

The suggestion to wear more clothes must have been quite shocking to her, as her movements were exceptionally sluggish, but even then, everything that could be seen was clearly visible.

The faint but distinct abs.
And the numerous small muscles that were clearly visible, if only for a moment.

Lastly, the sharp scars occasionally glimpsed beneath her clothes.

All these were marks acquired in just the past week.
They were badges proving the extent of her efforts.

*I wonder if they train their children so harshly in Charlotte that they leave scars.*

Even for a girl in her prime...
Somehow, a feeling of guilt flashed through my mind.

Of course, that too was only momentary.

Come to think of it, she too was someone willing to charge into enemy territory to rescue her friend.

It was her own desire to become stronger.
And ultimately, it was her decision to make that choice.

I felt there was no need to attach additional emotions to it.

Besides, there were many others here who needed attention besides her.

"...Indeed, if I go in these clothes, it might be difficult to endure the cold later."

"If you didn't bring any clothes, I could lend you some."

"Oh, that's alright. If I borrow the power of spirits right here, clothes would quickly..."

For instance... the Princess of the Elves, Silvia, who had begun to examine her own attire after overhearing the conversation with Charlotte.

Her aura had also changed considerably from before.
More precisely, it was more of a sensory change than a physical one.

Though she probably wasn't consciously aware of it, her current appearance was like a sharp-tipped arrow.

She would unconsciously turn her gaze toward anything that moved even slightly around her.
If she sensed something strange, her hand would instinctively move to the bow and arrows at her waist.

Probably, the current version of her could easily respond to attacks from any direction.

I don't know how such an intangible thing as sensory perception could become so sharp in such a short time, but it was clear that she hadn't wasted her time.

*Moreover... this person has a different kind of power than others...*

"Ah, thank you. Sylphid, new clothes, I see."

"....."

Spirits.
According to mages... natural mana with free will.

Of course, there was no evidence to prove this fact, but most mages had already accepted this hypothesis about spirits and were trying to experiment with it.

*Well... despite that, knowledge about spirits still tends to lag behind what the elves know.*

That's not to say there were no results at all.
At the very least, they could definitely theorize about what powers each spirit possessed.

The ranks of spirits are broadly divided into high, middle, and low.

High-rank spirits, middle-rank spirits, low-rank spirits.
Naturally, as the rank decreases, the power of the spirit also decreases significantly.

Of course, I couldn't know exactly what rank of spirit she was dealing with in this situation...

But it certainly didn't seem low.
Even now, watching her create leaf-made clothes out of thin air.

Such intricate movements from spirits were extremely rare.

Generally, only spirits of middle rank or higher could display such movements.
The fact that she could handle such spirits according to her will without even making a direct request meant that her level of mastery was exceptional.

Spirits, despite appearances, have very strong pride, and unless they absolutely want to befriend someone, they rarely do anything voluntarily.

It's not for nothing that mages refer to spirits as phenomena.
They are literally beings that can never be encountered by chance unless they take a liking to you.

Naturally, it's extremely rare—truly one-of-a-kind—for spirits to voluntarily do something for others.

*...Doing something without any conditions like that means she has strong spirit affinity.*

I'm not exactly sure what she had been doing or where, but it was an undeniable fact that she had grown stronger.

After all, she didn't have this many spirits gathered around her last time.

Of course, compared to ordinary people, she had quite a number of spirits with her in the past too, but even that was a very small number compared to now.

*...Did she actually venture into the spirit realm?*

If such a place exists, I'd like to visit it sometime, but right now, I was more impressed by her achievements than such fanciful places.

If given the chance, I'd like to ask her someday what kind of training she had done.

"Princess, have you finished your preparations as well? Regarding your attire... I think it's part of elven culture so I don't need to interfere, but it would still be good to bring at least one thick piece of clothing."

"For me, the concept of hot or cold has no meaning. The spirits are always by my side."

As if to prove her words, two colors swirled around her as soon as she finished speaking.

Like two fish drawing circles.
Red and blue lights pulsated wildly as if demanding not to be ignored.

They were buzzing so loudly that even Charlotte, who was receiving additional clothes from her family members in the distance, could see them.

"Oh?! Then me too! Can I use those spirits too?"

"I don't mind, but... I can't control the spirits' feelings, so I can't guarantee anything in that regard."

"Um... then, spirits...?"

Their movement seemed to say, "No way!"
Seeing the two lights suddenly moving violently, her face drooped again.

She really seemed to dislike the idea of having to bring extra clothes.

"Ugh... so I have to bring clothes after all...?"

"You might as well just bring them. The others will be here soon, and we can't keep dawdling over such issues."

"Isabella... is it because it's been a while? Somehow your sharp tongue seems stronger. Colder."

"...I've had a lot of difficult things happen. I'm sorry if that's how I came across."

"It's okay! But... are the others still not here?"

"I received word that they're all on their way, so they should arrive soon. Everyone should finish their preparations."

What we're about to do...
It might be a dangerous mission from which we may never return.

Anyone who wants to give up is free to do so.
I understand it's that kind of mission, and no one would blame you.

"...Well, anyone who wanted to back out probably wouldn't have come here in the first place."

These people were no longer satisfied with just receiving protection.

They gathered here willingly to help.
For a boy who didn't care about his own well-being at all.

Ch.395 - Ready...?
How long can a person typically endure doing absolutely nothing?

Though the limit varies from person to person.
Generally, it's said that people can't endure doing absolutely nothing for more than an hour.

Not moving, not sleeping, just literally staying completely still like a dead mouse—maximum one hour.

In reality, such a situation is impossible unless self-imposed.
Humans simply cannot endure complete silence and nothingness for long periods.

Anyone who has tried to force themselves to sleep when they couldn't would understand this well.

Time flows slower than anything else in existence when you're doing nothing.

The flow of time isn't absolute but relative.
It can flow slowly or quickly—a completely relative flow.

This place, in a way, was created by utilizing that very concept of time flow.

*I guess about a week has passed in the outside world by now.*

A week.
168 hours.

10,080 minutes or 604,800 seconds.
When you think about it, it's an incredibly long time, yet simultaneously just a moment.

That one week had been stretched dozens of times here.
Even someone with exceptional mental fortitude couldn't endure this.

Because human mental strength has its limits.

Humans couldn't possess mental strength comparable to transcendent beings.
No matter how long a human has lived, they remain human, not gods.

*In that sense... he's holding up quite well.*

By human standards at least, the boy before him was enduring remarkably well.

This place of complete darkness.
A place where opening or closing your eyes made no difference.

In such a situation, having nothing to do is enough to drive anyone mad.

With no physical fatigue accumulating, there's no way to sense the passage of time.
And there's no means to check how much time has passed in this place.

Literally, one's own perception of time is all that exists.

The unbearably slow passage of time.
That alone was enough to drive a person insane.

*It's impressive he's held out this long, but...*

Probably, even that wouldn't last much longer.

He had been engaging in conversation until recently, but now he'd stopped.
Now, truly, there was no sound except his own monologues.

No human could remain sane after enduring what felt like months in a place where there was nothing to do, nothing that could be done, and no one to talk to.

Without weapons, he couldn't practice martial arts.
Even if he tried to research ways to escape, he couldn't implement them.

From now on, this was essentially a battle against time.
Either break down early or continue to resist and break down much later.

*Now it's practically certain.*

The eyes were confident in their victory.

If no variables emerged from this point on.
The boy's chances of winning were, for all intents and purposes, zero.

***

...How long have I been like this?
Suddenly coming to my senses, it feels like about five hundred days have passed.

My body feels heavy, and I can't even register my surroundings.

My mouth has been dry for a long time.
My eyes have been in pain for just as long.

Has it really been this long?
I briefly lift my head to look at the small sphere in front of me.

A black sphere. Perhaps because the ritual is proceeding outside, its appearance has changed like this.

...When was it again?
I think it's been like this for about a month.

Even for someone like me, enduring "months" alone in a place with absolutely nothing isn't easy.

The boredom is killing me.
If I could at least watch clouds drift by, it wouldn't be this tedious.

At first, I tried to pass time by sleeping, but something kept making noise beside me, making even that impossible.

At least since this isn't reality, I don't feel physical fatigue...

The problem arose in my mind, not my body.

*Time... how much time...?*

Repeating the goal of escape as a mantra only works for so long.
The excruciatingly long time has left me with nothing to think about except how much time has passed.

If I could have conversed like before, maybe I could have endured longer.

But he acted as if he was done after saying one thing to me.

Like a scientist observing a lab rat.
All he did was observe me, again and again.

He did nothing else.

No matter how much I moved my tired, heavy body.
No matter how aimlessly I wandered this endless dark place.

That mouth that was blabbering just a moment ago seemed to have been left somewhere else—he simply observed all my actions in silence.

By that point, I didn't even have the energy to attempt conversation.
I realized too late that he would no longer engage with me.

"...Fuck."

From then on, I tried everything.
I felt like I would go insane if I didn't do something.

I cursed, I made a scene—I think I tried every form of verbal abuse a person could manage.

I tried to provoke him into some kind of reaction, but that failed repeatedly, and all I had left was mental fatigue and regret about my situation.

Nothing else remained.
And he just watched me silently through it all.

Someone will come to save me.
Aria or someone must be looking for me.

Even the thought that I could escape if I just waited long enough faded as time passed.

Time as a weapon was much stronger than I had imagined.
Despite thinking I would never break, things didn't go as I expected.

I was realizing how weak a human I truly was.

"....."

Knowing something is nearby but being unable to do anything about it.

If I didn't know this place wasn't reality, I would never believe this situation.

The endless dark landscape exhausted me.
Enduring without a moment's sleep had also reached its limit.

A place with no physical fatigue, where I couldn't pass time by sleeping like in the real world.

All I could do was count each minute and second in my mind.

Well... I remember stopping even that after the count exceeded a million.

Even thinking to myself became difficult.
And it was becoming less and less effective at alleviating the boredom.

After that... what did I do?

I can barely remember now.
But I think I did everything possible that one could do alone.

I examined my fingers and other body parts, and I even tried walking to the end of the darkness stretching far away, wondering if there was something there.

Though my body felt heavy, strangely I didn't feel fatigue.
My movements were just slow, but I wasn't particularly restricted.

The problem was that I gained absolutely nothing from all this.

My efforts to walk to the end were all in vain.
Now there was nothing left to observe, to the point where I would have to tear off my own flesh.

Throughout this process, only the magnitude of my boredom continued to grow. Nothing was actually effective.

"....."

How much more time passed like that?

Eventually, when the flow of time became physically palpable.
A streak of defiance gradually arose from my empty core.

I want to endure somehow.
I don't want to break as he wants me to.

I'd rather kill myself than give him the satisfaction. I don't want to do anything good for him.

All sorts of spiteful thoughts clicked together in my head like puzzle pieces.

They say the end of going insane is enlightenment.
And the end of enlightenment is completely emptying your mind.

In the process of becoming practically an idiot, I used my desire for revenge against him as my driving force.

To endure somehow.
At the very least, to maintain my sanity despite the passage of time.

Thinking that not breaking would be the best way to piss him off right now, I endured and endured.

If I hold out until the end, I'll be the winner.
If I just keep enduring, even if I can't turn the tables, at least I can interfere with his plans...?

≪Connection between user and status window normalized.≫
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At that moment, my gaze focused on a single point.

Ch.396 - Beginning
What are the ways to make someone suffer?

I'm not sure, but I'm confident I could come up with hundreds of methods off the top of my head.

You could torture them by cutting into their flesh until they scream, or kill someone precious to them right before their eyes.

There are truly countless ways to make a person suffer.
Even if you asked how to torment a child, a thousand methods would spring to mind, so that says it all.

In a world overflowing with hatred, why make such a fuss about tormenting one person?

In a world where discrimination runs rampant and tormenting others is commonplace.
Inflicting terrible pain on a single person has become nothing special.

At least, that's how it was for the dragon who was feared by all.

"...What is that guy doing? First he crawls into a place like that on his own... why is he doing this?"

The Ash Dragon. Lachesis.
She was a predator by nature.

She had never been bullied by anyone, and if anything remotely similar had happened, she would have killed not only the perpetrator but their entire family as well.

For her, a natural predator, such things were incredibly simple.
And she had more than enough power to make it possible.

The perspective of the weak?
She had no interest in understanding such things.

Must the weak always submit to the strong?
Are there only submissive weaklings in the world who never rebel against the strong?

No, that's not the case.

If strength alone determined everything in the world, her dragon kind would have already ruled it.

But that's not how it is.
The world doesn't work that way.

This world is still full of incomprehensible things, which is why absurdities like the weak rebelling against the strong happen quite frequently.

"But... what is he doing there?"

That's why she couldn't understand the scene before her eyes.

At the very least, the boy was the most unpredictable human she had encountered recently.

He always created strange variables wherever he went.
A guy who somehow turned even disadvantageous situations to his favor.

That's why the image of the boy being defeated had never once existed in her mind.

Of course, he could stumble while running.
Not all roads in the world are easy to run on.

He could tumble down a mountain path or sink in water while running along a waterway.

But the boy she knew was someone who would never give up running.

Even if he fell and his leg bones were exposed.
Even if his ankle twisted or his heart felt like it would burst, making it impossible to breathe properly.

He was the type who would stitch up his torn flesh, reset his twisted ankle, and force his heart to beat steadily again just to keep running.

She still didn't quite understand why he refused to stop running...
But at least she knew he had some firm goal, and that he would do anything to achieve it.

As the person who had been with the boy the longest.
As the one who thought she knew him best.
She couldn't understand the current situation at all.

*What on earth did he do to end up in an endurance contest with such a hideous thing... why?*

The boy, unable to do anything for eons of time, was gradually going insane.

Shouting loudly was an everyday occurrence.
Sometimes he would punch his own body while displaying an incomprehensible smile.

She wasn't sure how time was flowing for the boy, but it was clear he was experiencing extremely painful moments.

She could roughly guess the reason...
It probably had something to do with that flow of time she mentioned earlier.

The problem was whether the boy would end up being consumed by that unknown entity.

Those eyes clearly belonged to no ordinary being.
Judging by the talk of resurrection and sealing, it was probably a former god or a being that had reached that level.

She wasn't sure how he ended up confronting such a being, but looking at the current situation, the boy's chances of winning were close to zero.

*Since I've been stuck here the whole time, I'm not sure... but things probably aren't going well outside either...*

This was a place she had never seen before, despite having wandered almost everywhere in the world.
It was hard to imagine that mere humans could find such a place.

So the only method she could hope for now was... for the boy to overcome this situation on his own...

.....It was difficult.
No, it seemed difficult.

Of course, the world doesn't always flow as expected.

Sometimes completely unexpected results occur.
Often, new variables appear and completely overturn the situation.

But even so, after living this long, there were things she could roughly see.

A feeling of knowing the result without having to see it.
A very brief but general sense of seeing the future.

Some might call this ability future sight, but since this future wasn't completely determined...

She couldn't take her eyes off the scene before her, her heart filled with anxiety.

If she intervened here, who knows what future might appear.

The future is like countless tree roots.
You never know where each one leads.

In such situations, even a small variable could become a huge threat.

At the very least, it was right not to intervene until this future was completely determined.

That was the sensible action.
That was... the most desirable thing to do in this situation.

*...Yes, that's true, but.*

Why does it feel so... dirty?

The burning sensation inside was an emotion she hadn't felt in quite a while.
Even when her own kind were dying, she had never felt this emotion...

"...Ah, this is annoying."

She hated this kind of situation.
A situation where she could only watch and do nothing.

This situation that made her acutely aware of her own powerlessness was one of the things she hated most.

"...Is there any way I can intervene?"

"Dragon sister, this... this!"

"....?"

Amidst all this, the voice of her only housemate reached her ears.

Along with a strangely blue-tinted rectangular window.

***

"Ah... I'm bored."

"You're saying that again?"

"What can I do if I'm bored? We've been stuck in a place like this for over a week, of course I'm bored!"

"Develop a more wholesome hobby. If you'd just stop fidgeting, you'd be a hundred times less bored."

"But that's the most fun thing! How can I hold back? Old man, have you ever held back on anything in your life?"

"Of course. I've lived longer than you, so naturally I have that much more experience."

"Ah... shit... really, it's so fucking boring. Talking only makes it more boring!"

"Be patient a little longer. Mother's ritual is almost complete anyway."

"Yeah! That. Why isn't that ending? Didn't you say it would end quickly?!"

"...I don't know either. An ordinary human shouldn't be able to block Mother's descent for such a long time."

"That guy isn't an ordinary human, right? Kyahahahaha!!"

"...Well, after dying a few times, one's perspective on life tends to change. Naturally, one becomes tougher as well."

"Right, he's the only one who's held out this long, isn't he? Quite impressive~"

"However... despite that, he can't hold out against Mother for this long. That's not normal."

"...What are you saying, old man? You're making this demon anxious."

"I knew he wasn't ordinary, but to think he'd be this tenacious..."

"....."

"Perhaps something inside is helping that human."

"Eh? What... those divine heads up there? That's a harsh joke..."

"It's possible. Or maybe not."

"....Old man. You've been saying strange things, maybe you should get a mental evaluation soon?"

"You're being harsh to an old man."

"You're the one saying weird things! How heavy are those divine butts, that they would directly intervene in the world for just one human...?"

"I don't know what you're talking about, but let us join in too."

"....?!"

Suddenly, an invisible attack came from nowhere.
Instinctively blocking with his arm, a dagger bounced off with a ping sound.

"Oh, you blocked that? How did you block it? You surely couldn't have seen it."

"....Who is this rude human who throws knives without warning?"

"Hello, we're meeting for the first time. You demon bastards!!"

A dimensional gate appeared in midair.
And following it, a crowd of humans rushed in.

The two demons quickly assessed the situation.
Which led to the conclusion of taking battle stances.

"..Old man, let's continue our argument later."

"I'd like to save even the energy for arguing."

The two demons' feet moved simultaneously.

Toward the humans who had fearlessly dared to set foot in Mother's sanctuary.

Ch.397 - Combat (1)
Humans are weak.
This isn't mockery, but an objective fact.

Humans lack the sharp claws of beasts, and they can't freely soar through the skies like birds.

Their magical abilities fall far short of dragons or elves.
Even if they somehow overcome those limitations, they remain a short-lived species that rarely lives beyond 100 years.

If not for their exceptional intelligence, they would have gone extinct long ago—such insignificant creatures.

That's why, honestly speaking, they deeply looked down on humans.

Everyone tried to pretend otherwise.
Nothing is more unseemly than underestimating an enemy before the battle even begins.

Nevertheless, that sentiment inevitably seeped through their actions and tone.

Humans are an inferior species.
Inferior, primitive, and selfish.

Even among those who were once human themselves, positive opinions about humanity were nearly impossible to find.

Hatred for humans and murderous intent toward them.
They were all stained with contempt for humankind.

"...What are these things?"

"I don't know where they came from, but hmm... finding these coordinates and fixing them with spatial magic couldn't have been easy..."

That's why they never even considered it.
Or rather, it's more accurate to say they simply didn't care.

In their minds, humans had long since fallen to the status of utterly primitive beings.

Of course, occasionally an exceptional specimen might emerge, but those were extremely rare.

That alone wasn't enough to elevate the human race—humans were far too selfish and ugly as a species.

They didn't know how to unite with others.
Always trying to take what belongs to others.

Naturally, they never imagined humans could interfere with their plans.

As mentioned earlier, there might be a few exceptional individuals.
However, those few humans could never stop their plans.

To be blunt, this was a battle they had the advantage in from the start.

If Mother's ritual preparations weren't complete, it might be different.
But the ritual had already moved past the preparation stage and into implementation.

Essentially, all they needed to do was hold out until the ritual finished.

Defense is never more difficult than offense.
That's obvious unless there's an enormous difference in power.

"But that's boring, isn't it?"

The problem was that the defensive process was far too boring and tedious for him.

His anger stemmed from boredom.
When bored, he grew angry, and after being angry, he became bored again.

In such a situation, the sudden appearance of humans made for good stress relief.

"...Wait, you there...?!"

"Old man, stay there!! I was just getting bored, so this works out perfectly!!!"

He was confident.
No, beyond confident—he was overflowing with it.

Not only were his abilities useful, but his physical capabilities had reached an extraordinary level.

Mere humans who appeared to have just reached adulthood.
He thought he could crush them as easily as stepping on ants.

Of course, he would soon have to revise that thought.

KWAAAAAANG-!!!!!

"......Oh?"

"Kuh....hnngh...!!"

Just the right hand, nothing more, nothing less.
He clearly felt something break, but the attack was blocked with just the right hand.

Of course, it was only the first strike, so he hadn't attacked with full power... but even so, it shouldn't have been something that could be blocked with one hand.

And by a mere human.
One who didn't even appear particularly large.

Blocking his attack with just one arm?

That fact filled him not with curiosity, but with humiliation.

"...Look at this bastard, blocking it?"

A single human.
At best, a young human who seemed to have lived only about 20 years.

Such a human had managed to withstand his attack, albeit imperfectly, with just one arm instead of two.

Was he being overconfident?
Or had he simply blocked instinctively without understanding the situation?

He couldn't determine which was true, but the latter would be more infuriating.

If it was overconfidence, one could say he did it believing in his own strength.
But if it was just a desperate, improvised block... then his attack had failed against a human who wasn't even properly prepared.

He couldn't tolerate that above all else.

Crack-
He could almost hear the sound of his pride cracking.

"You blocked it?! Blocked it?! Blocked, blocked, BLOCKED?!!!"

Right arm, left arm, left leg, right leg.
A relentless barrage of attacks.

His physical strength, which had long surpassed that of other races, exceeded steel many times over.

BOOM- BOOM- BOOM-
Naturally, the human should have been crushed.

His right arm was already broken from the earlier attack, and this assault was far too powerful to block with just the left hand.

He should have collapsed.
That would have been natural, the expected outcome.

"...What the hell?"

However, as the dust cleared from the impact, his expression could only turn to bewilderment.

The boy was still standing there, having apparently blocked all his attacks.
Up to this point, if the young-looking boy was actually strong, it wouldn't be that strange.

But what confused him was the stance the boy was currently taking.

"...I hate to say this myself, but... is that arm okay?"

A guard position with both hands.
And those two hands included the right arm he had broken earlier.

The sleeve was tattered, completely torn on one side.

At a glance, it certainly didn't look fine.
The outside might seem somewhat okay, but the inside must be completely damaged.

Even from that brief glimpse, he could tell.

Why the boy was gritting his teeth.
It wasn't determination for the current situation.

It was simply to endure the pain.

"You'll lose that arm. Lowering your guard and just taking the hits would be..."

"To your right!!!"

"...?!"

At that moment, his head suddenly ducked down at the old man's voice from behind.

Though it put him in the humiliating position of appearing to bow respectfully to a human, he had no time to be annoyed about that.

"...Wow. Scary."

A clean burst of holy power brushed past where his head had been, enough to send chills down his spine.

Demons and holy power are natural opposites.
Entities that cannot coexist no matter how hard they try.

In the current situation, with Mother not yet awakened, it was obvious what would happen if he took a direct hit from such concentrated holy power.

His anger was forcibly subdued in an instant.
The momentary brush with death involuntarily suppressed his killing intent.

"...Holy power, and there aren't many humans who can attack like that..."

"....."

"A kid who looks like he hasn't even lived 20 years couldn't have trained for that long..."

"....."

"...A Saintess. That human over there."

"..Saintess? Humans have someone similar to that glutton?"

"Of course, Mother isn't the only god in this world."

"...Come to think of it, that's true."

Saintess, the human most beloved by a god.
That term carried significant weight.

The human most beloved by a god meant that the deity might intervene in the mortal realm even at the cost of breaking causality, and if that happened, there was no telling what variables might appear.

A god's power is excellent for creating new variables.

Suddenly, a new dangerous figure formed in their minds.
Enough that the old man who had been quietly watching the battle began to rise from his seat.

"...What's with you, old man? Why are you butting in?"

"How could I remain still when another god's Saintess has invaded our Mother's sacred ground? Don't worry, I have no intention of interfering with your fight."

"..So, I just need to give that girl to you?"

"Yes. We're both in the position of defending this place, so let's not get in each other's way."

This might actually be fortunate.
I've never used a Saintess as material before.

Another god's power... it might dwell in a doll's body. I haven't tested it yet.

"Humans, I don't know how you got in here... but you shouldn't expect to leave in one piece."

"....."

"We've been quite bored lately... so we don't intend to let you go easily. So... try to struggle as long as you—"

"Don't lump me in with you. I'm just looking for a new test subject. I have no intention of helping you."

"Oh, old man!! At least don't interrupt me and cooperate a little...!!"

"You're noisy."

""....?!!""

At that moment, a single voice was heard.
A beautiful yet somehow chilling voice.

For some reason, the voice coming through the still-open portal made their hair stand on end.

"...What is that?"

"....Is that... human?"

They didn't want to admit it.
They tried to hide their trembling hands, denying it.

The fact that they were now afraid.

"...Student Jenison doesn't seem to be here, what are you two doing... oh my?"

".....Oh."

"....."

Not long after, their bodies froze as they saw the woman slowly emerging through the portal.

An obviously enormous amount of mana.
That power was too alien to be human.

Their bodies turned to stone when they realized her face perfectly matched the woman they had recently been warned about as a person of interest.

At that very moment, as the two stood frozen like statues, her gaze, which had been surveying the surroundings, suddenly turned toward them.

"Let's wrap this up quickly. I'll open the path."

After all, both sides seem to be short on time.

Ch.398 - Combat (2)
BOOOOOM-!!!!
A tremendous sound erupted, momentarily blinding the two demons.

Of course, it wasn't just their vision that was affected. They also took a considerable impact that forced them to step back.

It was a completely unexpected shock.

They hadn't thought human magic could be so powerful. No matter how skilled the human might be, they had never once considered that someone could inflict meaningful damage on them.

And they certainly never expected to be slammed into a wall with a single blow, groaning in pain like this.

"Ugh... hnngh..."

"...What the hell is this? How far did we fly... gah?!"

"I see you still have enough presence of mind to speak... In that case, why don't you answer my question?"

The child you captured...
Where is the child now?

Of course, they wouldn't simply tell her the truth.

What was the point of capturing that kid in the first place?
They had taken the child as a sacrifice for their resurrection ritual.

If they handed the child over now, everything they had worked for would be for nothing.

Then they would have to wait another few hundred years.
Perhaps even longer than that.

A few hundred years. For immortal beings, it wasn't particularly long, but for those who had been anticipating only one thing during that time, even that felt quite lengthy.

The more you anticipate something, the longer the waiting time feels.

Having already waited for such a long time, they couldn't bear to wait any longer.

Just look at them now.
These creatures who wouldn't have dared meet their Mother's gaze.

These pathetic beings who couldn't even live a hundred years were looking down on them.

Creatures who ruined the world.
Selfish beings who killed their own kind without hesitation.

All for the sake of saving one friend, they dared to enter Mother's sanctuary and act so recklessly.

If nothing else, that fact filled them with unbearable humiliation.

"...This is really pissing me off."

Crumble-
The debris covering his body fell to the ground.

Thud-
Just as one of those stones was about to hit the ground.

His form vanished, then reappeared.
Right in front of the woman who had used some kind of magic or whatever it was against them.

"Die."

BOOOOOM-!!!!

A sound just as loud as before echoed through the area.
But the expression of the one who caused the noise wasn't particularly satisfied.

"...Boom?"

Shouldn't it be more like a crunch or a splat?

As the billowing dust cleared,
he could see what had caused the sound.

"...What is this?"

A blue barrier.
More precisely, a blue barrier made up of overlapping hexagonal shapes.

That barrier had completely blocked his attack from reaching the woman's body.

"It's magic."

"...Damn it, who's asking about that? What I mean is, how did you block my attack with such a pathetic spell?"

The blue barrier he saw was clearly a mana shield.
A magic that creates a blue barrier that can block attacks based on the caster's mana capacity.

In some ways, it could be considered a very efficient spell, but in a situation like this, it wasn't particularly good.

A mana shield literally draws out the caster's mana and gives it form.
Naturally, the stronger the opponent's attack, the more mana is consumed exponentially.

Moreover, his strike just now, while not his full power, was still quite substantial.

Enough to kill any well-trained knight in a single blow.

Considering that magicians' reaction speeds were generally inferior to knights'...
The woman before his eyes should have died from that single blow.

No matter how much mana a human possessed, it was a strike too powerful to block.

Even if the human before him was an exceptional magician.
That strike would have required the combined mana of three or four decent magicians to barely block.

But... she blocked it so effortlessly?

With such a small area of mana shield?

"...Ah, a lot of shitty things are happening today."

First, ignorant humans dare to set foot in this place...
Now he's being slammed into walls by one of them, unable to save face.

His eyes began to turn red.

Just like that day near the Arena when he drove other demonic beasts into a frenzy in the forest.

"...Boy. Are you trying to use that now?"

"Don't try to stop me, old man. If you do, you'll die too."

Anger—what exactly was his ability?
Many people make one mistake when they see him handling demonic beasts.

His ability is absolutely not a controlling type that manipulates others.

Rather, it was closer to an enhancement type that draws out greater strength from other beings.

Anger is the best means to draw out energy.
Although the rate of energy consumption is extremely high, it's an undeniable fact that among methods to quickly and easily obtain energy in a short period, nothing compares to anger.

The fact that his ability was closer to enhancement was based on this.
After all, it was true that it created immediately usable surplus energy.

Of course, there were side effects, but nevertheless, the amount of surplus energy he could create was exponentially large.

So much overflowing energy that he himself could go berserk from being unable to handle it.

"...I was trying not to destroy everything."

"Is this the time to worry about that? Humans are daring to snoop around this place?"

Those who have directly witnessed his ability unanimously say that he resembles a berserker.

The rough breath spewing from his mouth.
His skin gradually turning red and the blood vessels bulging throughout his body.

His appearance, as if burning his entire body to gain energy, was indeed not much different from a berserker.

"...Fine, then handle this yourself. I need to find the other rats that escaped in the meantime..."

"Where do you think you're going right now?"

As if further words were useless,
something stabbed into the ground right in front of him as he was trying to turn away.

If he had taken one more step forward, it would have pierced his foot.

The ice shard before his eyes was sharp enough to do just that.

"...What do you think you're doing?"

"Preventing you both from leaving my sight."

"...That sounds like you think you can handle both of us alone."

"What if I can?"

...If another human had said that, it would have sounded like empty bravado.
How could a mere human possibly face them all at once?

No matter how well-trained a human might be, it would be impossible.

Whether knight or magician, they weren't easy enough opponents to face two at once.

...But.
This woman before them...

"....."

The old man briefly looked around at the debris where he had been thrown.

The wall, designed to withstand even the attacks of his puppets, lay shattered into pieces.

And that meant...
The human before them was more threatening than his puppet's attacks.

Others might not find this significant, but for him, it was impossible to ignore.

The puppets he created were artificial weapons, remodeled to draw out the full potential of once-living beings.

Among them were the bodies of famous knights in their lifetime.
And the corpses of notorious demonic beasts from across the continent.

Yet this wall, which none of them could even scratch...
Was completely shattered by that single blow just now.

Perhaps it was because their bodies had collided with it. Nevertheless, he couldn't deny how powerful that strike had been.

In the old man's mind, a new dangerous individual was registered.
He judged that the human woman here was more dangerous than the young ones who had escaped earlier.

"...It seems better if we work together. As for the rats that escaped... the ones inside will take care of them."

The Saintess... was somewhat concerning.
But they could deal with that after quickly finishing here.

That was all there was to it.

"...Are there more of you still inside?"

"Of course, hundreds more like us. How about that? Scared?"

"Cut the pathetic jokes and get ready, old man. You've been speaking in that deep voice since earlier, but stop that too."

"...Someday I'll dissect your head too."

"I should also finish this quickly and go help. It seems we're both short on time..."

...Shall we end this quickly?
With those words, a flame froze exactly in the center between the three of them.

No, more precisely, a flash of light.
A strangely white light.

Ch.399 - Combat (3)
Meanwhile, the people who had slipped away from that place were running along the path that stretched out ahead of them.

Most of their expressions were grim. Undoubtedly because of the pursuers who might be following them diligently from behind.

Though their situation was miserable, they weren't fools.

They knew they would only be in the Chairman's way if they stayed behind. Having trained enough to gauge their opponent's level, they understood this perfectly well.

Of course, some might ask why they endured such painful training if they were just going to run away in the end.

But their original goal wasn't to eliminate those enemies.

It was to rescue their friend who had been kidnapped and whose whereabouts were now unknown.

There was no need to waste time unnecessarily. How much time had already been wasted at this point?

No one knew what hardships their friend might be enduring after being in enemy hands for nearly a week.

That's why their pace kept quickening, even as loud rumbling sounds approached from behind.

*If we keep going this way, will it really be there?*

Fortunately, the path continued straight ahead without any confusing turns.

Obviously, this area was completely unfamiliar to them.

In such a place, if there had been side paths they could have taken, they couldn't guarantee what they would have done.

They probably would have spent hours searching for the right way. If nothing else, this place certainly didn't appear small.

All they could do now was run around everywhere, and the demons wouldn't leave them alone either.

Though it looked strange and gloomy... this place was essentially a sanctuary for their mother.

The place where their mother would be resurrected and return to this land.

For humans—the most primitive and detestable creatures—to set foot in such a place.

That was absolutely unacceptable to them. Especially if those humans intended to interfere with their mother's resurrection.

"...Wait, just a moment."

"Huh? Why? Aren't we in a hurry or something?"

"...Something's coming from both ahead and behind us."

"That can't be... None of the traps we set along the way have been triggered yet...?"

BOOM- BOOM- BOOM-!!!

That's why they decided to deploy their impressive guardians first.

Security personnel stationed everywhere in case the vessel for sacrifice attempted to escape. Though called security personnel, they were essentially walking weapons.

The golem that Jenison fought a week ago was among them.

Of course, that particular unit was specially designed with defense in mind... but the other units were no less impressive, with comparable or at least similar specifications.

Strong enough that each could easily chew through an average knight order on its own.

Since they were guarding their mother's sanctuary, it made sense that they would be entrusted to beings with such strength.

If they were any weaker, they couldn't be trusted with the task.

The ritual currently taking place couldn't afford any variables. There shouldn't be any, and if there were, they had to be eliminated by any means necessary.

In such a situation, they wouldn't station mediocre guards who could barely handle ordinary humans.

-Intruders, elimination required. Without fail.

"What... is that? A golem?"

"...No, it doesn't seem like a normal golem... it looks strange somehow."

What appeared before them was indeed a golem. However, it looked somewhat different from the usual kind.

Typically, golems are made from nearby ore veins or, if not that, refined metals.

Due to their materials, they might be slow because of their heavy bodies. But golems are tools that excel at guarding a specific area.

Efficiency and other aspects weren't particularly important.

What mattered most to them was "how long they could fight against an opponent."

That's why most golems are made of metals that are likely impervious to attacks and have the best durability... but the golem before their eyes was clearly different in appearance.

The most noticeable color was purple. And the overall atmosphere was a bloody red.

Vein-like structures protruded all over its body, and occasionally wobbling flesh evoked extreme disgust in those who saw it.

Most shocking was the part that appeared to be its head.

While there are no set rules for a golem's appearance, the ones before them now were far too free-form.

One had just a piece of facial skin attached while maintaining a human head shape. Another, as if even that was too much effort, had an elongated straight head with just a few strands of hair planted on it.

Most of their appearances were as disgusting as creatures from childhood ghost stories, yet strangely familiar.

As if they weren't trying to hide that their materials were human.

"Wow... even worse taste than my father."

"...Disgusting. Are all those bodies actually humans?"

Surely not all of those horrible things were made entirely of human flesh... but this was still a serious matter.

Even if not all of it, some parts definitely contained human flesh and blood.

Even with minimal human components, maintaining bodies of that size would have required flesh from many humans.

*And honestly, the most serious issue right now is something else.*

Namely, that no one had noticed the disappearance of so many people.

They had lived with access to most of the Empire's news through their family connections, yet even they hadn't known about the disappearance of so many people from the Empire.

Probably most people in the Empire still didn't know.

This meant someone had deliberately concealed these facts.

A traitor living in human society but faithfully following demons' orders.

Someone in a position high enough to easily conceal such significant information.

The possibility that such a person might be in the Empire right now was extremely dangerous.

Bluntly speaking, if demons ordered a coup right now, a loyal traitor who had decided to side with them would certainly follow that decision.

Even in their own group, more than three children of ducal families had come along. The consequences of their absence were unimaginable.

Whatever trace of composure had remained on their faces now completely vanished.

"...Looks like we need to rescue him and leave as quickly as possible."

"..I agree. It might be more efficient if someone stays behind to deal with these things..."

"I'll stay."

"....Princess?"

Four pairs of eyes immediately turned toward her. Her unusually long ears were the first thing they noticed.

"I'm not particularly interested in human affairs anyway. I don't think my people will get involved in human matters. It seems like you have some urgent business..."

"....."

"So you can go ahead. My goal is just to rescue him, after all."

The other four exchanged glances as they listened to her speak so calmly and confidently.

As she said, she was an elf. Whatever happened in human society had nothing to do with her.

Meanwhile, the others needed to return quickly to prepare for any potential crisis.

In this situation, her proposal was extremely rational and appropriate.

There was no reason for them to refuse.

"...Then we'll leave it to you. We'll..."

"Yes, you can go ahead."

"...Let's go, before more of them arrive. We'll break through."

"Oh, and when you find that person, could you tell him something?"

"....?"

"Since I fought hard here, tell him this pays back the light from that time."

"....What?"

"Well, he'll understand if you just tell him that. Now, hurry up and go."

"..Alright. Let's go with that plan."

As soon as the group departed, several more golems emerged from the path they had come from.

They were horrifying, just like before, looking like they'd been crudely stitched together from several humans.

Sighing at the sight of them, she finally took an arrow from her back and gently placed it on her bowstring.

"..As always, life outside the forest is..."

Just unbearably horrible.

Swoosh-
CRACK-!!!

Her arrow pierced its target. Very naturally, as it always had.

Ch.400 - Combat (4)
"Hmm... what should I do about this? I never thought they'd leave a companion behind and act separately."

At the very moment when the group of five was reduced to four.
Someone's eyes flashed as they observed them.

"...I'd really love to go out there myself, but."

Her gaze subtly shifted toward a man in the distance who was chanting some unknown spell.

His name was Gluttony.
For some reason, he claimed to be the saint of their mother.

Well... of course, no one really knows if he's actually a saint.

They simply believe his claim because he possesses power more special than their own.

His power was truly special, not just empty words.
Sometimes he seemed to talk nonsense, but what did that matter?

After all, the most important thing in their current group was individual strength.

Though they had never fought to the death against each other.
Still, from experience, he was undoubtedly the strongest among them.

They should have all received the same power from mother, yet he alone was exceptionally strong, so everyone had no choice but to believe his claim of being mother's saint.

Moreover, in the current situation, he was also the only one who could communicate with mother.

She had no idea how he did it...
But none of the activities he led had ever failed to help mother.

So... that's why they had no choice but to leave him be, doing nothing under the pretext of helping mother's consciousness.

Of course, it's not like she had any particular complaints.
After all, if it's for mother, what's right or wrong doesn't matter.

However, the fact that she had to clean up after him like some subordinate even at this moment was... not something she was pleased about.

*Well, now doesn't seem like the time to worry about such things.*

Her gaze shifted once more.
This time to the boy floating right in front of the man who had been chanting strange spells for a while now.

*I wish this would hurry up and be done...*

His mental strength must be incredible, as he still refused to submit before mother.

Even though Gluttony had intervened to increase his pain further.

She wasn't sure what methods mother was using...
But surely by now he should be reaching his limit.

She was starting to find the boy somewhat impressive, holding out this long with mere human willpower.

*If he weren't mother's vessel, I would have made him my servant long ago... what a waste~*

CRASH! BOOM!
KABOOM!!!

"...Ah, seriously. So noisy.."

...Anyway, how should I handle this?

Gluttony can't move right now...
And Sloth isn't likely to move in this situation either...

For me to step in...? Honestly... it's a bit troublesome..

But leaving it to the golems... they'll probably be broken through too quickly...

*This is quite the dilemma..*

After pondering with her chin resting on her hand for several minutes, a good idea crossed her mind.

"Shu~? Are you there?"

"...Yes, my queen."

Shu was a nickname.
His formal name was actually Asura.

He was essentially the person with the most authority after her, overseeing almost all of her slaves and subordinates.

"Are there any idle ones right now? Release them all immediately."

"...Right now, my lady? All of them...?"

"Yes."

"....."

"..Why, don't you want to?"

"...No, that's not it... I just don't understand why you're releasing them again.."

"Because it'll be fun?"

"...Pardon?"

"That way is much more fun and... exciting, isn't it? Obviously~?"

"....."

...This person is definitely not normal either.
Such disrespectful thoughts briefly crossed his mind.

"I probably won't have to get involved directly anyway~ so I should at least enjoy the show this way, right?"

***

"But~ is it really okay to leave her like that? What if something goes wrong when we go back later..."

"..We have no choice. For now... we just have to trust her."

Even as he spoke, the boy was overwhelmed with a terrible sense of powerlessness.
He thought he had done everything possible, and knew it was the best decision under the circumstances...

Yet the result was essentially abandoning someone.

Was this why he had endured such harsh training all this time...?

Looking at the current situation alone, it wouldn't be strange to be consumed by self-loathing and despair.

But their current predicament of being pursued.
And the thunderous noise behind them prevented them from doing so.

If the situation had been even slightly better.
Or if they had at least known the identity or structure of this place, they wouldn't have separated from her.

"For now, our priority is to keep moving forward. There's only one path anyway, and even now...!!"

CRACK!
Another golem's flesh shattered and fell to the ground.

Seeing the golems that had been appearing endlessly without tiring, they could be certain of one thing.

At the end of this path they were following.
Jenison, who might be suffering who knows what, would be there.

A week is a time that can be considered short or long depending on perspective.

Especially if there's a possibility the other party might be conducting something like torture.

Of course, they must have had some purpose in taking him.
But that didn't mean they could be certain his body would be left unharmed.

Perhaps he was already broken long ago.

There were too many ways to torture the body while leaving the mind intact.
It was easy enough for anyone who knew even basic magic.

Charlotte, who knew this fact better than anyone, began to position herself slightly ahead of the others.

It was so subtle that the other companions didn't notice, but she was definitely moving forward.

It was very rare for someone trained in proper conduct for almost every situation to show such impatience.

Which meant the current situation was that serious.

*What if he's dead when we get there...? Or reduced to a vegetative state...*

Either condition would be quite unfavorable at this point.
If he wasn't at least mentally sound, they would certainly struggle to get him out later.

Well, of course... there wasn't much else they could do in the current situation...

For now, they could only hope he was alright.

"Besides, we have the Saintess with us, right? She should be able to heal most injuries somehow, right?"

"...I can't promise anything, but I'll do my best. What matters now is finding him."

"That's right~ Even if more of them come later and one of us has to act separately again, the Saintess should..."

"Charlotte, in front!!!!"

".....Oh?"

SWOOSH!
In that instant, an arrow grazed the bridge of her nose.

Without panicking, she quickly adjusted her posture, and what appeared before her eyes was an elf with eerie gray skin.

"...What is that? An elf?"

"For... the... queen..."

"...It clearly doesn't seem to be in its right mind, what is that thing?"

-How do you like it? Pretty, isn't it? It's one of my collections~

".....?"

Following that, another voice was heard.

This time, however, it was as if someone was using a microphone, the sound resonating throughout the entire space.

Moreover, the voice was so feminine that it was hard to believe it came from the elf who clearly appeared male...

It didn't take them long to be certain.
This voice belonged to one of those who had taken Jenison.

-Honestly... I didn't expect humans to make it this far.... But that's fine. The ritual will proceed without any issues anyway.

"...Hey, couldn't you at least show yourself when talking to us? Since people have come all this way..."

-But I can't just leave you alone, can I? Please understand and quietly die while being tortured by those children~

"...Is this thing not listening? Is this a recording?"

-Those children have been quite hungry lately. It's been so long since I made them my servants... they've become a bit sluggish... whether it's lust or whatever, they've become somewhat annoying, so I haven't visited them, and they've gone a little crazy, you know?

So I'll leave them to you.
Since it's come to this, I'd like to enjoy myself a bit too?

It's good for them, good for me watching, and if you do well, you might even find your friend, so it's really a great opportunity, right?

-Oh by the way, if you keep going straight ahead on that path, you'll eventually arrive somewhere? Please don't give up halfway and keep entertaining me until the end~ Goodbye~?

With those final words, the woman's voice abruptly cut off.
Her voice was no longer heard from anywhere.

Facing the zombie-like elf, Charlotte's mouth slowly opened.

"..That one's completely insane..?"

Though no one said anything, they all seemed to silently agree with her assessment.
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Humans cannot defeat monsters.
This is common knowledge.

In a way, it's only natural.

The world is full of strong people.
Surely, they would fill an entire empire and still have many more to spare.

However, it's undeniable that the weak still outnumber the strong.

When monsters attack, it's not the knights' garrisons that suffer the most.
It's the ordinary commoners who simply farm and live day by day.

You can't expect people who hold hoes and sickles more often than swords to fight against monsters.

Forcing them to fight would be pointless since they realistically couldn't compete.
Fighting spirit and courage aren't emotions that arise just because someone pushes you from behind.

For them, even a small goblin is threatening enough.
Those who have already lost family or friends to monsters are even less likely to find the will to resist.

Besides, most humans already know that monsters are beings they should never fight against.

Nothing is more precious to humans than their lives.
Fighting monsters is an extremely dangerous act that could cost them that life.

Even humans who consider themselves fearless will flee at the sight of monsters.

Human survival instinct is something that cannot be overcome, no matter how strong one's will might be.

*Hmm, what is that?*

That's why she couldn't believe what was happening before her eyes.

Or rather, she didn't want to believe it even if she could.

The number of golems she had just sent was about fifteen.
Each one was strong enough that it would take several well-trained knights working together to barely defeat it.

Academy students shouldn't be able to handle them, and they shouldn't even try to face such numbers.

Moreover, these golems were modified and created by none other than that crazy old man.

They surely possessed much more grotesque functions than she knew about.
As such, they should be beyond the capabilities of mere kids who were just about to graduate from the Academy...

...so why were they holding up so well?

"...Hup!!"

KWAAAAAANG-!!!
It was just a punch from a child.

With just that single blow, several golems were knocked down with such a loud noise?

No matter how strong someone might be, that should be impossible.
Such power couldn't possibly come from a body of that size.

Even if they enhanced their body to the limit with mana, it would still be impossible.

Even with mana enhancement, the body is still human.
You can increase physical durability, but becoming as hard as steel is impossible.

For such a sound to come from golems that could absorb most impacts... you'd need to hit them with a huge hammer weighing at least as much as three horses...

*How can such power come from a child's body? They don't seem to have any special power like that Anger guy...*

That wasn't the only surprising thing.

Setting aside the Saintess who used holy power—a force fatal to both monsters and themselves...

The other two.
From what she heard, the two human women, daughters of a duke, were also exceptionally skilled.

They were far better than most knights.

One was a mage.
The other was a warrior who used daggers.

Though their positions and specialties seemed different, they were both performing their roles admirably.

When one monster charged, one would block it briefly before stepping aside.
In that split second, the woman behind would unleash magic.

It sounds simple, but executing this in the chaos of battle was a different story.

You never know when or where enemies might pounce on you.
If you let your guard down even slightly, something might pierce through your chest from behind.

The fact that they could change positions freely while keeping track of the battle situation meant their field of vision was incredibly wide.

They switched places in that short time, covering each other's front and back.
Such actions would be impossible without not only combat sense but also perfect coordination.

To an outsider, they would look like they had been working together for about 30 years, as their coordination was so perfect that they were taking down the golems one by one.

*They're stronger than I expected. Those golems are actually struggling.*

What should have been a simple task of killing three humans was becoming increasingly complicated.
And not all the humans had even gathered yet.

*The fact that they can fight so well even with two others acting separately...*

Her expression hardened as she watched the scene before her.

Stopping these humans was too much for the golems.
She had thought they would be enough at first, but as time passed, she felt like her side was gradually being pushed back.

*But two of our people are already dealing with that female mage... I can't move from here.*

Sloth won't move.
Unless it's an absolute emergency, he probably won't move at all.

Gluttony is currently helping with Mother's consciousness.
He can't move separately in the middle of that, so he won't be able to deal with these humans in time either.

The other two... as mentioned earlier, they're fighting against some monster-like woman...

If no other variables enter the equation...
Those two would most likely be the first to die.

It was essentially a no-win situation.
The timing was terrible, and coincidentally, the two most useful members were tied up with one human woman, so...

*As much as I hate to move myself, do I really have to step in?*

At a glance, the subordinates she had sent with the golems didn't seem very useful either.

Elves, orcs, goblins, and more.
She had sent many slaves she had collected over time...

But she didn't think they could inflict meaningful damage on these humans who were giving even the golems trouble.

Mindless puppets couldn't possibly be more effective than golems in the current situation.

There were a few strong ones, but...
Even they were completely out of their minds due to her charm magic.

In their current state, they probably couldn't use even half of their original power.

No matter how strong you are, if your movements are simple, your attacks become predictable.
And the humans she was watching now seemed capable of reading those movements.

No matter how she looked at it, the golems that charged forward without feeling pain seemed more efficient than her other subordinates who would collapse after taking a hit or two.

Forcibly controlling her subordinates' movements might cause them to get in each other's way, making things worse.

*If I release the control now, they could demonstrate their true abilities, but then they wouldn't fight each other...*

She found herself in a dilemma.
What was the best way to resolve this situation?

She already knew the best method, but using it would cause her too much loss.

*If I don't care whether my subordinates die or not and have them all charge at once, we would definitely win, but...*

Swinging swords widely regardless of who gets caught in the way.
Shooting arrows and unleashing magic would certainly take down humans of this caliber.

...But that seemed like such a waste.

How hard had she worked to gather all these subordinates?
It was too much to give up in one moment...

*But if we just get through this, Mother will finally be resurrected...*

...Then, couldn't she gather more later?
Or... when Mother kills all the humans, she could ask her to spare a few.

Her mind began to race.

Being stingy now could backfire.
Even if not because of these humans, Mother might question her decisions later.

Being reluctant to use her subordinates for Mother's resurrection was clearly her own fault.

It was a shame, but...
Currently, Mother's resurrection was more important.

That was what she should prioritize as Mother's child.

*Surely, after going through all this, no more humans will show up, right?*

***

"...What, did you find it?"

"...Yes, I believe I have."

"Good grief... Did you really have to crawl all the way in here?"

"...It would be better for your well-being if you kept that mouth shut."

"Oh please... someone who follows a girl much younger than himself all the way here after taking a hit has no right to talk."

"....."

The man with the huge sword recalled a recent event.

What happened at the Arena...
And how he was helplessly robbed of what he had been aiming for.

"...This time, I'll cut you down before you can even react."

The man who had been in hiding for a long time.
The man everyone thought had disappeared.

Duke Reinhardt had revealed himself here.

Ch.402 - Combat (6)
"...at this rate, it seems like there's no end in sight."

CRASH-!!
As he struck down the arm of the golem right in front of him, he continued his train of thought.

Even without looking around, he knew enemies surrounded them from all directions.

No matter how he looked at it, this was far from a good situation.
According to their original plan, they should have passed through this section long ago.

Being stuck here meant the enemy forces were numerous and formidable.

For those who needed to advance as quickly as possible, the current situation was nothing short of frustrating.

*They must be focusing their forces on the separated person first... or are they trying to block both of us while maintaining this situation?*

It was certainly an efficient way to stop them.
However, executing such a strategy required certain essential elements.

First, enough power to split forces while effectively blocking both sides.

Second, sufficient reserve personnel to defend the main force even with troops dispersed elsewhere.

All these conditions had to be met to employ such a strategy.

*Either they're severely underestimating us... or they're that confident in their forces...*

Either way, there was at least one piece of good news.

If their divided forces were this strong...
Had they concentrated on one side, one of them would have already been forced to retire by now.

In a way, perhaps they had managed to hold out this long without anyone getting hurt precisely because the enemy had split their forces.

Nevertheless, it was difficult to see the current situation developing favorably.

No matter what, time was working against them.
Especially in their current predicament, not even knowing where Jenison was.

From the perspective of needing to find Jenison and leave this place as quickly as possible, the current situation was extremely unfavorable.

"Hey, fist-boy! No matter how you look at it, this situation is bad, right?"

"...It certainly doesn't seem like they'll let us pass easily...!"

"What are we going to do?! We can't keep wasting time here, can we?"

"....."

Indeed, they couldn't afford to waste any more time.
If Silvia, who was holding out behind them, went down, things would only get worse.

Even if nothing happened to her, if just one or two golems got past her, it would significantly impact their current situation.

The situation was already strained as it was...
If more enemies were added, the entire dynamic could change completely.

They had to make a choice.

Whether to push forward as they were.
Or to retreat once, regroup, and try again.

In a situation like this, pushing forward might be the right call, but retreating to regroup with Silvia and attempting another breakthrough wasn't a bad option either.

*Time is a concern, but still, retreating once might be better than continuing this standoff...?!*

At that moment, something sharp passed between him and Charlotte at incredible speed.

...The trajectory of an arrow, similar to what he'd seen just moments ago.
However, this time, the quality was distinctly different.

*...Just now, targeting both of us simultaneously?*

His gaze turned toward the elf who had appeared earlier.

Even at a glance, its movements seemed clearly malfunctioning.

It had been continuously firing arrows at intervals.
Despite this, they hadn't paid much attention to it.

Both then and now, there were so many enemies surrounding them that they didn't need to worry about the incoming arrows.

And in that state, the opponent's condition wasn't good enough to accurately target them.

Of course, a healthy elf might have been a different story.
But the arrows from an elf in such poor condition weren't frightening at all.

Even now, there were several golems around with arrows stuck in their backs or shoulders.

In other words, there had been many misfires.
So normally, Charlotte, who was targeting the enemy's rear, would have left it alone, but...

*...Suddenly, the arrow's trajectory changes this much?*

It felt as if someone had reattached the strings of a puppet that had been cut.

This sense of déjà vu intensified as time passed.

"W-wait, where are these arrows suddenly coming from...?!"

"That elf over there, its skill suddenly improved? How did it..."

Even upon second glance, it still didn't appear to be in its right mind.
Only its posture holding the bow had changed ever so slightly.

Despite its clearly unnatural posture, the elf didn't stop.

Its arm bent strangely.
Despite the sound of something breaking in its fingers.

It looked as if it was struggling to recreate the optimal movement at all costs.

It twisted the bowstring forcibly to bend the arrow's trajectory.
In the process, it paid no attention to how much its skin was being scraped and peeled.

Its shoulder was already in tatters from forcibly drawing the bowstring to increase the arrow's speed, and the hand holding the bow showed bulging, discolored tendons.

By any measure, it wasn't in a normal state.
Clearly, it was pushing itself beyond its limits.

Nevertheless, the elf continued to draw the bowstring without concern.

It seemed as if it couldn't see its own arms and shoulders being destroyed.

"...I sensed it was being controlled, but is it completely devoid of reason?"

"Huh? You're saying it's not acting on its own will? Then how can it shoot so well—eek?!"

Once again, an arrow with a strange trajectory narrowly missed Charlotte's side.

Everyone briefly turned their attention to the arrow moving like a snake through the air.

It was truly a magical sight.
An arrow flying elegantly in curves like a snake.

Under normal circumstances, everyone would have marveled at the spectacle, but given the situation, no one dared to speak up.

An arrow with such sharp movements was dangerous.
Charlotte's movements reacted immediately upon making this judgment.

"Hello~?"

"....Ugh, uh..."

"Sorry, but I can't tell if you're alive or not, so..."

*If you are alive, I'm really sorry.*

Her small dagger flew precisely toward the elf's neck.

A speed incomparable to before.
The fact that not a single one of the golems surrounding her could track her movement proved this.

*It couldn't react...!*

She was certain she could pierce its neck.
From her close-up perspective, that was definitely the case.

Despite having approached this close, the elf's head still wasn't turned toward her.

This meant that unless it had eyes on the back of its head, it would be impossible to dodge this attack.

Even if this elf was being controlled by someone, the same principle applied.

No matter who might be controlling this elf,
the reaction speed of this body couldn't exceed the elf's physical limitations.

*Finally taking one down...*

CLANG-!!

"Ack?!"

The dagger she thought would perfectly pierce the neck.
At the very moment it was about to make contact, something hard flew in and deflected it.

It was just a split second, but she clearly recognized what it was.

Or rather, it would have been strange not to recognize it.
It was something she had seen far too many times before.

"What the heck?! Where did that come from?"

A throwing knife.
It was a throwing knife.

To be more precise, it looked more like a thin needle than a knife.

Judging by the hissing sound from where the thrown knife landed,
it was clear that whoever threw it had intended to kill her.

*...Crazy, they threw a poisoned needle even though their own comrade might get hit?*

They don't care if their comrade gets hit...?
Feeling a chill, she took a step back.

*...Moreover, they predicted my movement and threw that to precisely hit my dagger. How...?*

"Charlotte, snap out of it!!!"

"....Oh?!"

While she was momentarily distracted, more needles came flying.
This time, there were many more than before, as if multiple had been thrown at once.

"...Oh come on!! First, I need to deal with this...?!"

While dodging the needles, she turned her head to the side once more.

If you've drawn your sword, you should at least cut something.
Having come this far, she couldn't just retreat without accomplishing anything...

"...Eh?!"

Question marks seemed to float in her eyes for a moment.

The elf's body beside her was collapsing.
And it was crumbling into pieces, like a cookie breaking apart.

"...What the hell, why is it dying on its own?!"

One dies... and then another appears from somewhere...

The thought that this was truly miserable crossed her mind.
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Meanwhile, while the four children were struggling in their battle, another kind of fight was unfolding behind them.

"...Damn it. Does nothing work against you? At this point, I'd think you'd at least take one hit out of courtesy."

"If you want that, you should try using more effective attacks."

"Damn it!!! Stop acting so smug, you human!!!"

The Academy—an educational institution achieving unprecedented results across the Empire and beyond.

Its chairwoman, said to possess skills surpassing even most Magic Tower masters.

Her reputation was certainly not undeserved.
If anything, her reputation couldn't fully capture the extent of her abilities.

In a way, this was only natural.

She was undeniably one of the Empire's most powerful figures.
Naturally, many people envied her position.

Moreover, she didn't have a prestigious family backing her.

This meant that if anything unfortunate were to happen, there would be no one to protect her.

Despite this, she had firmly established her position in the Empire.
Setting aside all other factors, she did it solely through her magical prowess and talent.

[Language of the Great Sage]
The true identity of the inscription marked on her.

In other words, an inscription that only those blessed by mana could possess.

Of course, this sounded more grandiose than it was.
In reality, it was merely a talent that greatly increased the user's mana capacity.

She wasn't one of those rare individuals with dual talents.
Nor was she one of those extremely rare people born with three inscriptions.

Nevertheless, with just this one talent, she had managed to reach the top.

Judgment that seemed to transcend human cognitive abilities.
A memory that never forgot anything once seen, and the ability to apply remembered spells at just the right moment.

All these qualities, combined with her inscription, had finally allowed her to reach a level that others could hardly approach.

"I've told you several times that such attacks won't work."

"...Grrrrr!!"

There it was again.
That damned mana shield.

A shield that could only block attacks proportional to one's mana capacity.
With such a seemingly worthless spell, she was effortlessly blocking all his attacks.

*If calculations aren't precise, the shield would break and she'd die... how does she not make a single mistake in this situation?!*

The surroundings were chaotic.
Debris from the commotion was scattered everywhere at their feet.

Her field of vision had to constantly shift in different directions due to attacks coming from all sides, and her body had to move around to dodge and land successful attacks.

It was practically impossible to concentrate.
Yet despite this, she didn't make even a single mistake.

She blocked all attacks, including his own, with that seemingly worthless mana shield, and she herself hadn't taken any damage.

How remarkable this was—
Probably only those who knew would understand.

By now, he had stopped dismissing her as "just a human."

Judgment, senses, vision, mana capacity.
All of these transcended human limits.

Figuring out how to block incoming attacks and how much mana was needed in that split second wasn't as easy as one might think.

It was a skill that only dragons or agile elves should be capable of.

Her skills were so exceptional that he momentarily doubted whether the woman before him was truly human.

Perhaps even the old man beside him would acknowledge this.

"Just take one hit!! Come on!!!"

"I'd like to let you land a hit if possible, but your attacks are still too pathetic, which is unfortunate."

"Aaaaarrrggghhhh!!!!"

Once again, his kicks and punches bounced off with a "ting" sound, lacking any power.

Each time this happened, the old man's needle-like attacks would pierce through the openings, but none of them could inflict any meaningful damage on her.

Rather, the openings created by those attacks only made it impossible to block her counterattacks.

"Ugh...haaaargh!!!"

"...Hup!"

Bang-!
Crash-!!

As if two arrows had been fired simultaneously, the old man and the man were once again thrown violently against the wall.

Debris began falling down.
The feeling of small stones dropping onto their bodies felt incredibly humiliating.

"Ah....aaaaargh!!!! Damn it, seriously!!"

"...You're getting up again?"

"You, you're going to die here today. No matter what!!! I'm going to kill you."

But they had no intention of giving up.

No matter how exceptionally strong she was for a human,
they were at least strong enough to keep her occupied here.

Unless all those human children who went ahead were as strong as this woman, that would be enough.

At least in the current situation, this woman was likely the strongest.
While they kept her tied down here, the others could kill those humans who had escaped.

That human who blocked his attack with one arm was somewhat concerning, but if the other humans were at a similar level, they wouldn't pose much threat to his mother's revival.

If anything... this woman was more likely to be the real obstacle.

*Perhaps she really could kill all of us single-handedly.*

Of course, that was absurd, but...
Somehow, the thought crossed his mind that this woman might be capable of doing just that.

That's how incredibly strong she was.

Even among the dragons he had met before, none were this strong.
At most... only Dragon Lords or those of similar caliber.

He still couldn't believe that the woman before him was human.

...A human body surely has its limits.
A human mind must have a limit to the amount of knowledge it can hold.

Moreover, blocking all his attacks with just a mana shield required countless experiences.

*This is unfairly strong.*

Skill and experience.
How could one defeat someone who had perfected both?

...No, even if they couldn't win, they had to keep her here somehow.

That was the best option available now.
Once this monster started rampaging, there would truly be no turning back.

"Old man!! Where are your masterpieces?! Call them quickly, hurry!!!"

"...What? What are you suddenly talking about? It's not like they can be summoned at will..."

"Shut up and call them quickly!!! If we let this woman go, mother might not be able to awaken!!!"

"....."

The old man's "masterpieces" were quite simple.
They were similar to the golems that had attacked the children earlier.

Combining living beings to create weapons stronger than any existing creature in this world.

Among these, there were specific ones the old man called his "masterpieces."

From among the numerous specimens, only the most exceptional were selected.

Those were the old man's masterpieces.

The golems currently fighting the other humans were those that hadn't made the cut as masterpieces.

Considering that these "failures" could easily handle three or four knights, one could roughly guess how strong the actual masterpieces might be.

Their appearance might be a little... no, quite unsightly,
but each one was strong enough to take on an entire order of knights.

Perfect for turning the tide of the current situation.
Literally the only saviors in this predicament.

Hearing this, the old man also seemed to realize this was their only option, as he immediately began rummaging for something.

"...Originally, this would need more adjustments."

What finally emerged from his sleeve was a round, flesh-colored sphere.

As soon as the old man placed it on the ground, the sphere began to swirl and change shape rapidly.

In form, it was unmistakably human.

However, from its build to the insect-like wings on its back...
there were many aspects that made it difficult to consider it human.

Like someone molding their desired creation from clay, it continued to find its form.

When the transformation finally stopped,
the chairwoman's expression flinched momentarily upon seeing its appearance.

Though it was from quite some time ago, it was definitely a face she vaguely recognized.

"...Reinhardt?"

The firstborn son of the Reinhardt family who had disappeared.
More precisely, the face of the Reinhardt firstborn who was said to have succumbed to demons.

That face was superimposed on the sphere from earlier.

It felt like something non-human forcibly imitating a human.
It was hard to explain, but it gave an extremely unpleasant and disgusting feeling.

"...So now you're creating things like this?"

"I don't know how you recognize it... I don't understand. I don't understand what you're talking about either."

"...Sigh, it seems I have one more thing to explain to my students later."

Such things should be dealt with as quickly as possible for one's mental health.

With that thought, she raised her staff.
In that moment, something forced her to take a step back.

Crash-!!!

"....."

...If she had been a moment later, her arm would have been completely severed.
That's how sharp and precise the attack just now was.

"....Who?"

However, there was another reason why she, who had been blocking all attacks with her mana shield until now, failed to react.

It was because the attack had come from her blind spot.

She clearly had both demons in front of her in sight.
If these two had been responsible, there's no way any further attacks would have escaped her notice.

Her head naturally turned toward the direction from which the attack had come.

Creeeeak-
A sound like that of a wooden puppet began to emanate from her neck.

"...I came to catch an arrogant woman, but what's this situation?"

"....."

"...And over there seems to be my child."

"....Reinhardt."

"...Since we both don't understand each other, let me ask again, Chairwoman."

..What is going on here?
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There was something that always followed the people of the Reinhardt family, something that was almost like a symbol.

That was none other than the sword.

In fact, many believe the symbol of the Reinhardt family is their unusually large lion emblem. Others think it's the knights who walk around covered in armor from head to toe, but those opinions are truly mistaken.

Such views come from those who only know the superficial aspects of the Reinhardt family.

What symbolizes the Reinhardt family is neither the lion nor the sword itself, but rather the swordsmanship they constantly practice.

*That's the Reinhardt family's swordsmanship.*

A sword is a weapon.
An extremely sharp weapon.

A dangerous tool that can kill others or bring harm to oneself.

Some occasionally call the sword a tool that can protect others, but the Reinhardt sword was certainly not that.

Their sword was literally a blade of destruction.
A sword designed to overwhelm opponents by any means necessary.

The title of "family of knights" wasn't simply given because they protected others.

It was a title bestowed with the meaning that they would stand firm until the end, eliminating all enemies.

They were a family that rose to the position of duke with just a sword.
If nothing else, the weight of that sword was not something to be taken lightly.

Even if the opponent wasn't human.

"What is this?"

KAAAAANG-!!!

With just one swing.
The old man's creation fell with that single strike.

Despite it wearing the skin of his son, the Duke of Reinhardt swung his sword without hesitation.

He showed none of the hesitation that would be natural for an ordinary person.
To him, the action seemed completely normal.

"What is this, I ask?"

His actions didn't end with just swinging his sword.

He swings the sword.
And then swings it once more.

Movements that connected with extreme naturalness.

To an uninformed observer, it would appear he was performing a sword dance rather than fighting—his movements were incredibly elegant.

A movement completely different from destructive swordsmanship.
Before long, everyone present had their attention captured by his swordsmanship.

Even those completely ignorant about swords couldn't help but be drawn in by his movements.

It was clearly the most beautiful and powerful swordsmanship in the current empire.

"Can you not hear me? I asked what this is."

Yet despite this, his expression was somehow deeply soured.

Someone who didn't know better would think he had bitten into something foul.
His face was so contorted that one could hardly believe he was the same person who had just displayed such beautiful swordsmanship.

"...It's my creation, do you have some complaint about it?"

"Complaint?"

...Did he just say complaint?

BANG-! KWAAANG-!
With those words, his swordsmanship suddenly intensified.

No matter how the old man's creation had been made by gathering all the advantages of various living beings, there were still impossible tasks for it.

No matter how strong a beast might be.
No matter how nimble its movements.

Creatures capable of blocking an approaching massive wave with their bare body are extremely rare.

It couldn't stop the flow of the great natural force.
Rather, it would be remarkable just to withstand that flow without being swept away.

KWAAAAAAAAAANG-!!!!!

"Kuh...huk..?!"

"What... the fuck is this..?!"

Sword Master—a realm that exists in only a few people throughout the vast empire.

People who know nothing about swords often tend to place Great Mages and Sword Masters on the same level, but they are completely different concepts.

The title of Great Mage can be obtained when one's mana circle reaches the 8th circle or higher.
More precisely, it refers to someone who has reached the level where they can freely apply high-level magic of the 8th circle or above.

A Sword Master means someone who can express something with a sword.

It's the realm where one can materialize mana, as commonly described.
And the level where one can fully imbue that materialized mana into a sword and control it.

While this might sound easy when described in words, the fact that it's extremely difficult remains unchanged.

To shape mana and give it physical force.
This means that the density of that mana must be extremely high.

Simply having a large amount of mana doesn't allow one to increase its density.

Just as having an abundance of iron
doesn't mean you can increase its strength—it's the same principle.

"Originally, I was just going to deal with that one woman... but now it seems the story has changed a bit."

"...Fuck, where do these bastards keep coming from, seriously?"

The method of increasing mana density required procedures far more complex than one might think.

To draw a comparison... it was similar in difficulty to mages creating circles in their hearts.

Tremendous patience and bone-grinding effort.
And an obsession with the sword that drives one to improve their skills while overcoming all those trials and pains.

All of these had to be in place for a Sword Master to be born.

"First, let me clear away this monstrosity."

"Uh...uuuuuuuuu..."

A creature that couldn't even speak properly.
No matter if it wore the face of family, the Duke wasn't kind enough to feel sympathy for something that couldn't even speak properly.

Wearing human skin didn't make it truly human.

Such an appearance was rather an act of desecrating the dead.
And no matter how indifferent the Duke might be, he wasn't the type to stand by and watch someone mocking his child's death right before his eyes.

"I will never forgive anyone who insults the Reinhardt name. No matter who they are."

The sword rose high into the sky at a rather slow pace.
Despite the clearly unhurried speed, somehow everyone present found their feet stuck to the ground as if glued there, unable to move.

The vibration of mana.
The trembling of air.

This led to the shaking of the ground.

"I don't know who made you, but it seems they put quite some effort into it. What a shame."

As mentioned, Reinhardt swordsmanship is very destructive.

Designed to sweep away all enemies before one's eyes.
A swordsmanship that aims for the complete annihilation of opponents rather than honor or protection.

One of the most necessary conditions for performing such swordsmanship was the user's overwhelming physical ability.

KUDUDUDUDUK-!

A body strengthened to the point where one could hear muscles compressing.
The ground beneath slowly beginning to collapse from the force applied to his lower body as he prepared to swing.

He treats his entire body as a single rotating mass dedicated to swinging the sword.

Putting all his strength into a single exchange to reduce the opponent to a bloody mess.

That was the Reinhardt style of swordsmanship.

"Don't wear the skin of a Reinhardt member and display such an ugly appearance."

With those words, precisely in half.
A silver line cut the old man's creation exactly in two.

KWAAAAAAANG-!!!

The creation and the ground nearby completely shattered with a tremendous roar.

Along with the thick dust rising.
Debris from the impact scattered in all directions like bullets.

After the dust settled, what came into view of those present was...

The unmistakable figure of an aged predator.

"...I remember now. You wouldn't happen to be the Duke of Reinhardt, would you?"

"...Seeing that you're only realizing this now, you must not be from the Empire."

"From the Empire... well, no, we're not. We have no connection to you. I don't know who this woman is that you're looking for... but we'll clear the way, so wouldn't it be easier for both of us if you just passed by?"

No matter how little the old man cared about pride, uttering such words was quite humiliating.

Especially when the opponent wasn't even a fellow demon.
But merely a human who could live only a few decades at most.

However, the situation was extremely unfavorable right now.

They were already struggling against the human woman before them.
If at this point, another powerful fighter like him declared his intention to join the battle?

The outcome was somewhat predictable, even if vaguely.

Complete destruction.
Not just the revival of the mother, but all the sacrifices they had carefully prepared.

The situation would clearly become so bad that there would be nothing more they could do.

So, even if it was somewhat humiliating, he had no choice but to choose this method which would leave no aftermath as long as they succeeded.

"...You'll just step aside? How can I believe that?"

"We didn't even know each other's faces until now, so why would we have any reason to bother you? Unfortunately, we're not strong enough to simply make you our enemy..."

"Old man?! What are you deciding on your own...!!"

"...Fine. Let's do that then."

"A wise choice! You won't regret it."

As soon as the conversation ended, the old man truly cleared the way.
He even gestured with his hand, guiding him to pass through at any time.

"...Before that, I have one question."

"What is it? I'll answer sincerely. If you have anything to ask, by all means...!"

However, the first thing he failed to consider.

Having abandoned humanity long ago, he had forgotten and couldn't recall.

How a parent would feel watching their child being violated before their eyes.
And how much they would want to kill the perpetrator who violated that child.

"That strange doll I just destroyed, who made it?"

Ch.405 - Combat (8)
Among the seven children born under their mother, what exactly was his ranking in terms of strength?

Though he had never directly fought them, the old man vaguely believed his position was likely the lowest among them.

Perhaps this was only natural. The old man wasn't accustomed to fighting with his own body.

His strength lay in creating countless troops. He couldn't demonstrate such overwhelming ability in one-on-one combat.

Of course, even at that level, he could easily defeat ordinary knights, but that was his limit.

Just look at Wrath beside him, who showed tremendous efficiency in one-on-one combat, or that loose woman who constantly seduced and brought others—she wasn't weak enough to be considered inferior in direct combat either.

In the end, the weakest person here was none other than himself. The fact that he was even weaker than the two humans before him was an utterly humiliating reality.

*But that doesn't mean I can ruin everything... absolutely not.*

Nevertheless, he couldn't retreat or run away.

Though he wasn't entirely sure what was happening, the ritual wasn't over yet.

The most unstable moment in any ritual is precisely now. When just one thing going wrong could instantly destroy everything.

It was painfully obvious what would happen if he let these two humans pass.

*Whatever else happens, I absolutely cannot let that human woman who came with those brats through...!!*

This wasn't the time to hold anything back. Pride or whatever else—he needed to pour everything out just to barely hold his ground against this opponent.

Of course, the moment Wrath noticed this fact, he would be furious.

Calling for support against humans. With his personality, he would never tolerate it.

But as mentioned, this was a situation where he needed to set aside his petty pride.

After all, once Mother was revived, these beings would scatter like fallen leaves in the wind.

There was nothing more foolish than wasting pride on such beings. Especially when, if he could just somehow block this situation, Mother's revival would no longer be just a dream.

The old man wasn't stupid enough to choose pride over practicality in this situation.

*I'll signal the nearest vessels first...!*

As soon as he made his decision, tendons began to emerge from the old man's neck.

Several purple veins bulged out prominently. His appearance, looking as if he had taken some bad medicine, was clearly that of someone plotting something.

"I don't know what you're doing, but..."

However, there was no way she would just stand by and watch.

If anyone could see he was plotting something, it would be more unnatural not to intervene.

A quietly gathered mass of mana pulsed violently in the Director's hand.

It was almost embarrassing to call it magic—just a simple phenomenon of compressing mana into a sphere.

However, what mattered was how much mana was compressed into that small sphere.

"I can't let things go as you wish."

The violent flow of surrounding mana caught the attention of not only Duke Reinhardt but also the two demons who opposed her.

If an ordinary person's mana amount is considered 1, then a magician who has just become proficient in handling mana would have about 6 to 7.

And the amount of mana she possessed, still holding the sphere of mana in her hand, was...

Nearly 200. Even this was limited only because no measuring device capable of fully handling her mana had been created.

"I can't let things go as you wish."

The mass of mana that had been gathered in her hand was fired.

A mass of mana that would require others to exert almost all their strength—yet she moved it with just the flick of a finger. Who would believe it?

Her mana control had already transcended ordinary people's common sense.

She could probably easily coat each grain of sand on a beach with mana if asked to do so.

For someone like her, compressing this much mana was about as difficult as flicking two fingers simultaneously.

*Ugh... just a little, just a little more time...!!!*

But the momentum of the approaching mana sphere was alarming.

Such an unstable yet somehow maintaining its spherical shape—normally, such a thing would easily explode at the slightest impact.

Though he couldn't know the details... a mana sphere of that size would definitely not have mediocre power.

He couldn't continue to endure in this state without defending himself. That would be true recklessness and needless stubbornness.

But that stupid fool, distracted by the fight, wouldn't risk helping him either...

Any way he looked at it, the right choice now was to move away. It might be a bit insufficient, but... this should be enough somehow.

*I have no choice... I'll just do this much and avoid—*

Slash—
In that moment, something was cut.

The old man's body froze just as he was about to move, so sudden and unprecedented was the speed of the movement.

Among humans... no, among all living beings in this world, few could achieve such speed.

Moreover, it was a precise and clean movement that he hadn't even sensed coming.

"...What are you doing, Duke Reinhardt?"

And that wasn't the only surprising thing.

The mana sphere that had been approaching the old man's face had completely disappeared without a trace.

Suddenly, the old man realized he had heard something being cut with a slash sound just moments ago.

...Could it be that he cut through that mana?
With that large, seemingly crude sword...?

*...That can't be. Even if he did, there's no way there wouldn't have been an explosion...*

To cut through such unstable mana without any repulsion required mastery of the sword above all else.

To cut through mana under someone else's control without any resistance—

It was absolutely impossible unless one had mastered the concept of cutting.

What had just happened was clearly impossible unless one had achieved that level, yet the old man kept rubbing his eyes, mentally replaying what had just occurred.

That a mere human, a young one who hadn't even lived a hundred years, had reached that level—he simply couldn't believe it.

"...I asked what you're doing, Duke Reinhardt."

"Stay out of this, Director. Unless you want your mouth split open so you can't use that precious magic of yours."

"...Former Duke Reinhardt, are you unable to understand what I'm saying? I'm asking what you're doing right now."

And another unbelievable thing—why, why on earth had he cut that mana sphere for his sake?

No matter how bad their relationship might be, those two were still both humans.

There might not be anything like loyalty between them, but at least there could be a sense of kinship.

Even if they disliked each other so much they couldn't stand the sight of one another, it was clearly abnormal behavior to hinder each other when faced with demons.

Moreover, until just now, those two had shown clear hostility toward them. No matter what, they wouldn't be foolish enough to check each other while facing a common enemy...

"...That one is mine to catch. It seems he knows something about that woman."

"...So you're making petty territorial claims in this situation?"

"...Your words have been quite irritating, Director. Do you want my sword to turn toward you as well?"

...Is that possible?
Seeing them growling at each other, it somehow seems plausible.

*...I don't know what's going on, but this is my chance.*

This was an opportunity to continue the work that had been interrupted.

Once again, the old man gathered his focus, and before long, veins bulged on his skin again.

Of course, at this rate, he might fail again.

So, unlike before, he decided to take out an insurance policy.

"Where do you think you're looking, you bastards!!!!"

Against two opponents, even Wrath would inevitably fall quickly.

But nevertheless, he had to do it now. The brief time that Wrath's action would buy him was more crucial than anything else right now.

*I'll summon... every single vessel here...!!*

Some might be fighting the intruders who had slipped through earlier... but what did that matter?

Minnows that escape are still just minnows. But if he didn't block this place now, the ritual was highly likely to fail midway.

A certain defeat versus an uncertain defeat.

The old man wasn't stupid enough not to know which one to bet on. He considered himself an extremely wise and excellent demon, after all.

-All vessels, to my location now.

All the dolls and golems spread throughout the interior—

In that moment, their heads all turned in the same direction.

Ch.406 - Combat (9)
When a group moves together, there are always signs.

Even small creatures like rats create a noticeable impact when they move in a swarm. The same goes for flocks of birds, cats, dogs, or buffalo.

The larger the creatures, the harder it is to conceal their movement.

It's impossible to hide completely.
It simply can't be done in secret, absolutely not.

"...Hmm?"

"...This is."

That's why the old man chose to reveal rather than conceal.

There were about a hundred and several dozen golems deployed where they currently stood.

Among them, the masterpieces he could confidently claim numbered...
Well over twenty, by rough calculation.

Of course, they weren't all here in this place but scattered elsewhere...

What if he summoned all those golems here at once?

One thing was certain.
Whatever those golems targeted wouldn't leave this place intact.

CRASH!!!!

"....Oh?"

With thunderous sounds coming from all directions, the first golem finally arrived, breaking through the wall.

It was somewhat different from the golems the separated group was facing.
Literally, it appeared to be made entirely of solid rock.

Thud- Thud-
The golem began walking forward step by step.

Seeing this, the Chairman and Duke Reinhardt's expressions twisted slightly.

Apparently, they had realized what the increasingly closer thumping sounds meant.

CRASH!!!!
CRAAASH!!!!!

One by one, golems began appearing from the ceiling, ground, and walls.

Their number and size would have caused panic in any ordinary person.
These golems were clearly superior in performance and size compared to those seen before.

Unfortunately, the people before them were far from ordinary humans.

*...These probably won't last even a few minutes. I already know that.*

The old man knew this fact as well.
With these golems, they couldn't hold out even for a moment.

If they were facing ordinary humans... or even mediocre knights, he wouldn't have expected such a disastrous outcome.

He had made them strong enough to defeat most living creatures...
They could probably easily defeat even the Imperial Knights, rumored to be the strongest in the Empire.

Nevertheless, he couldn't envision a future where the golems would triumph over the two humans before him.

At this moment, the golems were clearly just buying time.
Expecting anything more from them would be pure wishful thinking.

*All I can do... is stall for as much time as possible in this situation...!*

The old man neither hoped for nor believed in luck.
He always believed that victory or defeat was determined by one's actions.

Based on his current strength, facing those two alone would be absurd, practically advertising a death wish.

Even gathering all these golems for a challenge would yield the same result.
In the current situation, what he needed was a strategy to hold those two in place.

*I'm not afraid of dying now. After all... if Mother's revival succeeds, I can be reborn.*

The old man once again summoned all his energy.
As he did, the veins across his entire body bulged frighteningly.

Some were strangely tinged red, suggesting his physical condition was deteriorating.

If he continued using power like this, he would surely die.
When the body can't withstand the power, collapse is the only outcome.

Unlike his companions, his body—already near death when he received power—was not suited for combat.

Though still far beyond human capabilities...
Compared to his comrades, it was truly child's play.

That's why he assessed his own combat ability as the lowest among them.

To face beings like the two humans before him, he had no choice but to draw out excessive power...

And that would ultimately lead to his body's collapse.

Beings like those two humans wouldn't fall easily.
Even on the brink of death, they were the stubborn type who would strike back one more time before falling.

Fighting such humans would bring more losses than gains, but even so, now...?

"....."

CRASH!!!!
CRACKKKK!!!!

Despite the golems being torn apart before his eyes, the old man remained unmoved, simply staring at his own hands.

The hands of an old man who once desperately wanted to live.
The withered, wrinkled skin somehow began to look pitiful now.

Even as he chided himself for indulging in sentimentality, he continued to stare.
At his old, dark, and now unsightly hands.

*...What did I originally want to live for?*

Suddenly, a thought flashed through his mind.

Watching the two humans fighting desperately before him.
He slowly began to remember something from long ago, something he'd rather forget.

An aging, sick old man abandoned by his children and family.

Having abandoned his children and wife.
With everyone around him gone, the being known as "Mother" suddenly appeared.

Mother always offers what a person most desperately desires in exchange for eternal loyalty.

What the old man desired most desperately then was a new life.
And so, he was able to claim the name "Pride" in the strange demon group called the Seven Deadly Sins.

Then, another question arises.

Why was he able to claim the name Pride?

Titles were important.
They often represented the most prominent characteristic of their bearer.

Perhaps he had been unconsciously dismissing all other beings.

The thought suddenly crossed the old man's mind.

A senior who had lived for an incredibly long time.
One chosen by a divine being.

And also, the superiority complex from becoming far more versatile and stronger than when he was human.

All of that probably...
Brought him the title of Pride.

And now, was that solid reputation of Pride about to be shattered by those humans he had so despised?

As his contemplation deepened.
Finally, the last golem crashed into the wall right beside him.

CRASH!!!!

Dozens of debris pieces flew out with a tremendous noise.
One of them sharply grazed the old man's wrist.

They had been glaring at each other with murderous intent just moments ago...

Yet somehow they seemed perfectly in sync now, showing no hostility toward each other.

In their eyes now was only...
A firm determination to deal with him.

"I'll say it again, he's mine, Chairman. If you interfere..."

"That's enough. I'm going to rescue the other students, so please act accordingly, Duke."

Once again, they started bickering, as if he didn't even matter.

Watching them, an inexplicable smile briefly appeared on the old man's lips.

"...I'm sorry to say this, but I don't intend to go down so easily!!!"

The old man's specialty:
Creating biological weapons.

Everything around him moved according to his will, and everything followed his control.

Even if it meant defying the laws of physics.
If he willed it, it would happen.

This was how he had been able to synthesize new golems by selecting only the best features from numerous creatures.

Of course, this ability would be unusable once his energy was completely depleted.
But at this moment, the old man had no intention of stopping.

Even if it meant consuming his life force entirely.

*I must hold on somehow... I must hold on...!!!*

The old man's gaze briefly shifted to the left before returning to the front.

For the sake of Wrath, who should be gathering strength after being smashed into the wall.

He had to grit his teeth and endure as long as possible.

Only by enduring could he create the key to overcome this situation.

***

"...Huh."

"What...? Where are they all going?"

"...Well, I'm not sure about that either."

Meanwhile, the children who had been fighting the golems found themselves suddenly abandoned.

They were curious about where the golems were rushing off to.

But they quickly suppressed their curiosity.

That wasn't the priority in their current situation.
They should be grateful that the number of enemies had decreased.

"...Whatever it is, this seems like our chance."

"We go that way, right?"

"Yes, there's only one path ahead anyway."

After momentary confusion at the golems' sudden disappearance.
They continued to move forward.

For the sake of the person who might still be captive and disoriented.

Ch.407 - Combat (10)
No one, no matter who they are, wishes for death.
This wasn't just a saying that applied only to humans.

Among humans, the image of demons was literally that of beings who brought all manner of plagues and death.

Although many humans now doubt the very existence of demons.
But that doesn't mean there's even a single human who doesn't fear them.

Most humans tremble at the mere sight of a low-level magical beast, and there are truckloads of humans who scatter in panic at the sight of a mid-level one.

When they encounter an enemy that seems too difficult to handle, they immediately run away.
And in that process, they don't hesitate to sacrifice their companions—selfish animals.

That was precisely what humans were.

"But... why are they charging in like they're desperate to die?"

On the screen she was watching, there were several humans.

A boy with a sturdy build wearing strange gauntlets on both hands.
A nimble-looking girl with pink hair and a female mage with blue hair.

And finally, the Saintess, one of the most threatening figures in the current situation.

Looking at the members alone, the party composition was so well-balanced that they could easily pass for a well-organized adventurer party.

The only problem was... that was really all there was to them.

From what they had shown so far, they couldn't be called exceptionally strong.

If there was anything to be cautious about... being very generous, it would be the Saintess's holy power.
Except for that, the others hadn't shown anything particularly noteworthy.

If asked whether they demonstrated the destructive power to blow away golems in one go, the answer would be no.
If asked whether they showed the agility and speed to dodge all the golems' attacks, that would also be no.

And if asked whether they could use incredible magic like that human in the back, or show resilience that wouldn't give way no matter how much the golems attacked them, that would be no as well.

From her perspective, the humans before her were just a party with a good balance on paper.

If several dozen golems attacked them in a group like that.
They would literally be trapped in place, unable to do anything.

If they came here with this level of skill, fearlessly trying to save a friend...
That was truly nothing but arrogance, recklessness, and foolhardiness.

Of course, it wouldn't be the first time humans met their deaths due to needless recklessness, so one could just accept it as such...

"But still, they must have come this far because they each believe in something...?"

One can only be reckless if there's something to believe in.
Being reckless without having anything to rely on is just being stupid.

At the very least, the humans on that screen didn't seem like people who couldn't exercise basic judgment.

They must have at least one thing they could rely on.
That's why they fearlessly stepped into a place like this.

If someone saw them, they might praise them as brave people risking danger to save a friend, but...

To her, they were just pathetic humans going through so much trouble for just one friend, nothing more, nothing less.

She knew better than any other demon how precarious and weak humans' pretentious sense of justice was.

"The kid who's to be the vessel probably doesn't even think anyone would come to save him... really."

She turned her head back once more.

Still no progress with the ritual, it seemed.
The voice of Gluttony continued without pause, like someone reciting a sutra.

In front of him, the body of a young man floated in the air, as if in a deep sleep.

Even in sleep, his slightly frowning expression seemed to show discontent with the world.
After looking at the boy's face for a moment, she turned her head back toward the screen.

She had seen humans with such eyes more than once or twice.

In the process of creating vessels.
There were plenty of humans who developed distrust toward the world itself.

The result itself wasn't incomprehensible, of course.

After all, they had manipulated his surroundings to make him that way...
Anyway, he must have experienced all kinds of pain one could face in life.

He must hate the world, hate people, and not want to be manipulated by anyone or suffer any more pain.

That's why people with such eyes were always isolated.

Unable to trust people, they try not to keep anyone close.
They want to solve everything by themselves.

Even now, his fierce resistance to the mother's ritual was clearly because he knew that no one but himself could save him from this situation.

He was holding up so well on his own...
Why were those kids trying so hard to interfere with the ritual, going through all that trouble?

She couldn't understand it at all.

There's no way those humans would know specific information about the ritual.

Why were they trying so desperately to save that boy?
No matter how close friends they were, their current actions clearly went beyond that.

"The ones I sent earlier were all crushed by the golems as they moved... what should I do now?"

If only the golems hadn't suddenly moved like that, the situation would have been resolved by now.

With the unexpected mass movement of golems, she suddenly became suspicious.

As far as she knew, there was only one person with the authority to move the golems so uniformly.

However, she had no way of knowing why that shriveled old man had moved all the golems at once.

Whatever it was...
Something must still be happening back there.

A streak of anxiety suddenly crossed her mind.

"The only forces left here now are... just me and that kid..."

Even that force was difficult to rely on now.
The Sloth she knew would never move unless it was absolutely necessary.

Even if those humans arrived right now, he would never lift his heavy bottom off the floor unless there was a crisis severe enough to stop the mother's ritual.

And since Gluttony was now actively helping with the ritual...
The possibility of having any effective force was practically zero.

In other words, the only real force to stop those humans who would soon arrive here was herself...

"...I don't think this is going to work."

She might have confidently stepped forward under normal circumstances, but among those humans was one person immune to her charm.

The one and only Saintess of another god, and one of the most powerful gods in the empire at that.

The holy power bestowed by that Saintess was fatal not only to herself but also to her subordinates.

If her subordinates were merely touched by that holy power, their brains would all become idiotic.
And she, as a servant of another god, would literally disappear without a trace, becoming light.

She was never the type to take risks in the first place.

The difficult tasks went to her followers.
The easy ones, she handled herself to take all the credit.

That was her way, her principle of action.

The current situation did not fit her method at all.
Even though it was for the mother's revival, she had never once been prepared for annihilation.

The mother was certainly an absolute being... but not an omnipotent one.

She didn't want to make a reckless gamble with her life when she wasn't even certain that the mother could revive her if she was annihilated.

"..There are still some humans left, but they're all just mediocre ones..."

With that level of skill, they certainly wouldn't be able to buy any time.
Of course, there were still some decent followers left who served her...

But even they were far fewer compared to the personnel she had sent to them earlier.

Moreover, there were no more golems to hinder their passage...
Even with a few more of those followers added, the result would clearly not be much different.

"..Damn! I'm not confident in fighting directly with my body..? Especially with the Saintess there..."

..So why did someone move those golems earlier!!
She kicked around in frustration, but she couldn't change what had already happened.

Now, there was no other way but to find a method to overcome this situation.

"Shit... shit!! Why is everyone away from their posts, seriously!!"

Although she was always called a queen and acted arrogantly, she wasn't foolish enough to consider pride more precious than life.

She slowly moved her feet.
It was a completely different room from where the ritual was taking place.

"...Hey, are you sleeping right now?"

Survival over pride.
Escape rather than dying in battle.

She felt no shame in this survival strategy.

..Although it was a bit... very embarrassing to bow her head to a kid much shorter than herself.

How much time had passed since then?

Finally, the human party arrived at the ritual site.

Much later than expected.
But still, it was fast enough.
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BOOM-!
The door flew off with a thunderous crash.

At the same time, the sound of several footsteps poured out in a rush.

"This seems to be the end... quite spacious, isn't it? Definitely enough room for one person to be kept here."

"...Couldn't we proceed with a bit more caution? We're already in unfamiliar territory."

"That's a luxury for when we're not in a hurry, isn't it? Do we really have time for such caution right now?"

"....."

"..Princess Charlotte is right. Actually, we're the ones pressed for time, not them."

As they said, at this moment, they were indeed the ones in a hurry.

For the other side, a slight delay in the ritual wouldn't change much.
But for them, who needed to rescue the hostage, any delay directly affected the hostage's condition.

Even rushing as fast as they could, a week had already passed.

What might have happened to him during that time?
What pain he might be suffering right now was anyone's guess.

Since they certainly hadn't taken him for any good purpose, perhaps they weren't even feeding him properly.

Moreover, that wasn't the only problem.

The traitor who might be in the Empire.
No one knew what that person might be plotting in the Empire right now, which was reason enough for their anxiety.

"We need to finish this quickly and return, right? I'm worried about my family too."

"..Rescuing Jenison comes first. As quickly as possible. We'd better not let our guard down."

"Who doesn't know that? But there's nobody here. No enemies in sight."

As she said, there were no enemies visible before them.

The surroundings were eerily empty, as if by design.
It was so quiet that it felt somewhat unnatural.

"This is definitely the end... did anyone see another path on our way here?"

"...I don't think I saw anything, but maybe if we go further in...?"

The place Isabella pointed to was, as expected,
covered in thick, murky darkness.

An atmosphere fitting for a haunted abandoned house.

It seemed entirely possible that something could jump out from anywhere.

"..Not exactly an inviting visual."

"But we have to go. There's no other path anyway..."

"I know that much. Now, lead the way!"

"....Are you talking to me? After you did all the talking?"

"Are you suggesting sending someone as delicate as me into such an ominous place first?"

"...I have a lot to say, but given the urgency of the situation, I won't argue right now."

"Then hurry up and go! Didn't you say we don't have much time?"

"....."

..With a deep sigh, he took the first step.
The rest of the party followed behind him, continuing to maintain vigilance of their surroundings.

Walls and floors made of strange materials they had never seen before.
And the current situation where they could barely see a step ahead without light.

Their palms began to sweat as they realized anything could jump out at any moment.

They had barely managed to deal with the group of golems earlier.
If they were suddenly attacked by similar entities in this situation, the outcome was predictable.

That's why they couldn't relax their vigilance.

Whenever they relaxed even slightly, they would sense something strange from somewhere, making their hearts skip a beat.

It felt like enemies were everywhere.
If there had been even a little light, they wouldn't have been so agitated.

Unlike the corridor they had walked through earlier, the place they were in now had no lighting at all.

It felt as if... someone had deliberately turned off all the lights.

It would have been stranger not to be tense in such an uncanny atmosphere.

Already in the darkness, they kept turning their heads sharply at every rustling sound...

Their spirits were inevitably wearing thin.
One reason was that the space extended much deeper than they had expected.

A space with no end in sight no matter how far they walked.

They checked periodically to see if they were under some spell or illusion, but every check returned the same answer: there was no problem...

They couldn't help but feel frustrated.
By now, they could barely see what was right in front of them.

They wanted to speed up, but if they didn't match pace with the others, they risked becoming isolated, and the surrounding darkness prevented them from rushing forward.

Everyone realized this was nearly the final stretch.
If possible, they wanted to conserve their strength, which kept slowing their pace.

They monitored their surroundings, looking around, and checking places they had already examined several times.

Though they knew nothing was there, the darkness compelled them to keep checking.

After this process repeated several more times,
the word "annoyance" began to flit through their minds.

Carelessness and lack of tension.

They had looked around countless times but no enemies had appeared, and this gradually created a crack in the tower of tension that had stood firmly in their minds.

Do I really need to look when there was nothing before?
We're already moving too slowly... would they really be in a place like this? And so on.

It was enough to drive them mad with frustration, especially when they were curious about the current situation in the Empire, yet wasting time in a place like this.

A smile played on the lips of the shadow watching them from afar.

'Good... if I can just buy enough time like this...?'

The ritual would be completed successfully.
And immediately, all humans who had entered this place would die.

Perhaps she could resolve the situation without fighting directly.

She mentally praised her decision to release all her remaining subordinates into the darkness.

'Even if they want to ignore it and move on, they'll want to check when they keep hearing noises, right? It's too unsettling not to check.'

For her, who knew all kinds of arts including enchantment, spreading darkness was a very simple task.

Of course, it took some time to cover such a vast space...
but the place where she and the humans were now was none other than the sacred ground of the Mother.

There, she could freely use her powers as much as she wanted.

Even if it meant interfering with the mental systems of other living beings.

"..Aren't you going too far ahead? It's already hard enough to keep pace."

"Really?! What's been wrong with you? You agreed just a moment ago that we needed to hurry!"

"I still agree with that, but rushing recklessly without concealing our presence is...!"

'More! Shout louder!'

Enchantment, in a word, is about stealing someone's heart.
In other words, it forcibly raises the target's affection.

The first method to forcibly raise that affection is to manipulate the target's thoughts at will.

What that person does.
What that person likes.

And what that person dislikes and abhors.

She could manipulate all of these at will.
Using the pheromones emitted from her body.

'Unlike others, my pheromones can affect even the chemical processes in the brain... so there's almost no risk of being detected.'

Irritation, anger, sadness, and all other emotions.
It was best to abandon the thought that one could control these at will once they entered her sight.

Especially in a state like now, where they were all focused on something else.
It would be even more difficult to resist her formless, odorless power.

The only way to resist her power would be for the Saintess in the back to use her power...

But unless an enemy appeared before them,
no Saintess would waste power when the enemy wasn't even visible.

Holy power was slow to recover internally, so once wasted, it wasn't easy to replenish.

No matter how much holy power she naturally possessed, she would be cautious about wasting it.

Especially in a situation like now, where enemies could appear from anywhere.

'Anyway, those who faithfully follow my orders won't suddenly disobey and reveal themselves... so if I can just maintain this standoff...'

..Internal division would likely occur soon.
When that happened, she could resolve the situation.

If no other variables arose... perhaps now, no human would interfere with the Mother's ritual...?

BOOM-!!!!!

'...Huh?!'

Her gaze turned completely toward the sudden thunderous sound from behind.

...Something seemed to be happening back there...

An ominous thought flashed through her mind.

'..That old man and the kid, they haven't been taken down, have they?'

Ch.409 - Combat (12)
The clash between two people with completely opposite personalities—what happens when they're forced to work together?

The answer is incredibly simple.

Coordinated attacks are a tactic where two people's movements fit together like puzzle pieces, confusing the opponent with their harmony. In other words, the most important element of a joint attack is the synergy between the two attackers.

A strategy that begins with harmony and ends with harmony—that's the essence of coordinated attacks.

So here's a question: how well would the Duke of Reinhardt and the Academy Director work together?

People say that mages and knights should naturally complement each other. Indeed, most parties composed of mages and knights perform well together.

The mage provides powerful magic from the rear while the knight protects them from the front. When these roles blend seamlessly, they create a formidable combination that few can challenge.

At least, that's how it should work unless one position is completely missing or there's a massive skill gap between party members.

But exceptions always exist.

BOOM!

"...Duke, were you trying to sweep me away along with the enemy just now?"

"Of course not. I was simply swinging my sword and you happened to be there."

"...I suppose someone who was once an Imperial Duke couldn't possibly be so petty. I must have been mistaken."

"....."

"...How frightening. That killing intent would make an ordinary person faint just from being near it."

"You're no ordinary person, so it doesn't matter. Or would you prefer I cut you down with my sword directly?"

"I'll pass, given the circumstances."

Far from working together, they seemed more likely to start fighting each other.

The Duke's sword kept changing trajectory toward the Director, while the Director repeatedly cast wide-area spells that affected everyone nearby.

These were actions that made sense only if they viewed each other as enemies rather than allies.

Their bickering in front of the enemy was so humiliating that the old man felt insulted, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Just as humans can't part the sea because it annoys them, nor can they destroy incoming waves just because they see them coming.

There's no shame in yielding to overwhelming force.

The old man understood this better than anyone.

The only problem was that this time, the overwhelming force came from humans, which made the situation particularly infuriating and humiliating.

"...Still, I have no choice but to endure for now."

Despite his body trembling with rage and humiliation, the old man assessed the situation with remarkable clarity.

No news had come from the ritual site yet. However, the absence of news about failure wasn't necessarily bad either.

No news is good news, as they say.

The lack of updates suggested that nothing had happened yet, meaning those human brats who had passed through earlier hadn't managed to cause any trouble.

This fact alone satisfied the old man. At least his judgment hadn't been completely wrong.

Though he wasn't sure what would happen now that he had gathered all available golems.

If he hadn't done so, he wouldn't have lasted this long against the humans before him.

It was already difficult facing one opponent with two golems. Adding another opponent would make the outcome painfully obvious.

He had managed to hold out so far, but he was reaching his limit.

His only hope was the figure concentrating behind him...

"...This is taking too long. I don't have any golems left."

Creating golems in real-time had reached its limit. No matter where or when he attacked, the humans before him seemed to have eyes in the back of their heads, defending against everything.

They could kill him anytime if they wanted.

The fact that they hadn't meant they were underestimating him.

Normally, he would feel humiliated, but strangely, he didn't feel that way now.

Perhaps it was natural. No insignificant creature would dare be jealous of nature itself.

While these disgusting humans couldn't be compared to nature, the gap between them and himself was comparable.

"I just need to wait a little longer... but I have no way to buy that time."

Unless the humans suddenly started fighting each other, the old man had no way to stop them—not even to stall for time.

Fighting them directly gave him a 40% chance of winning at best, and that was only if he faced them one at a time.

Frankly, it was impossible unless one of them stepped back from the fight.

That left only one option.

"...With that level of concentration, it's certainly possible."

The explosive power of rage was unmatched among all demons, including himself.

It was formidable even in ordinary combat against humans.

If it landed properly, even these humans would likely be affected. However, such power came with a price.

It took a very long time to gather that power.

If rage were a cauldron, what he was trying to do was boil it as long as possible to raise the temperature.

To heat it enough to cook anything in one go, he needed to raise the temperature to its maximum and release it all at once.

With that devastating attack, he could certainly inflict meaningful damage on the humans before him.

While it might not incapacitate them completely, it could at least create a couple of inconveniences for future battles.

After that, those performing the ritual behind him would handle the rest.

Although he would die here, the old man didn't think this plan was entirely bad.

"Dying for Mother's revival isn't something to be sad about."

While it was sad that he couldn't create a perfect work in his lifetime, Mother's revival was far more important.

As someone who had received Mother's grace, there was simply no comparison.

Truly believing it wouldn't be a waste to die, the old man finally played his last card.

"This is the end, humans."

"....?"

The two who had been bickering turned their attention back to the old man.

Their faces showed no tension whatsoever. Looking at them, the old man put his hands together as if in prayer.

"This may not eliminate you, but..."

At that moment, the ground beneath the old man's feet began to transform.

Both humans immediately attacked, but it was too late.

Just as the old man's neck was about to be severed, a thick pillar shot up from the ground, interfering with the attack.

"...Gugh!"

Thanks to the pillar, the old man's neck was only slightly grazed.

The Duke immediately reached for his sword again, but the ground had turned into a swamp, causing him to momentarily lose his balance.

"...Hmm."

"I think we should finish this guy off before continuing our conversation."

However, mages were equally unrestrained by terrain. The Director, now floating in the air, rushed toward the old man.

"Hngh...!!"

The old man groaned, clutching his bleeding neck.

His space was transforming at will, with terrain jutting out and receding in all directions, creating unpredictable attacks. But she never stopped advancing.

Knowing but unable to block—the old man clearly understood what that meant.

"This time, I'll finish you properly up close."

A small ice spear had appeared in her hand.

Her target was the old man's neck, which hadn't been severed earlier.

Though her physical abilities were far inferior to the Duke's or other knights...

With a wound that large, and with this magically created spear...

She was confident she could finish him for certain.

Having reached right in front of the old man, she raised her spear high.

"Now, farewell..."

"Old man, get out of the way!!!"

"....?!"

At that moment, a tremendous storm struck where they stood.

BOOM!!!

A massive explosion filled the space afterward.
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I felt the impact.
That was the thought that flashed through my mind in that moment of rage after launching my attack.

The attack had definitely landed. I wasn't sure exactly where or how it had hit, but I was certain of one thing—I had felt something at the tips of my fingers.

There was no way I could have imagined it.

It was that familiar sensation I'd experienced countless times while facing numerous enemies.
That familiar feeling—the chances of mistaking it now were infinitesimally small.

Without a doubt, my attack had definitely connected.

*They probably aren't dead... but I must have dealt some damage at least!*

He remained vigilant. He knew all too well that letting his guard down in this situation would lead directly to death.

His attack had certainly been devastating, that was true.

However, he couldn't be certain that those creatures had died from that single blow.

They were incredibly strong—so strong that it would be presumptuous to think they could be finished with just one attack.

Of course, despite that, they must have sustained significant injuries from his attack.

*If not now, I'll never get another chance. I have to somehow reduce their fighting strength...!*

Though the thick smoke from his previous attack obscured his vision, he paid it no mind and continued charging forward.

No matter how strong they were, they were fundamentally human.
And humans' greatest weakness was their confusion when faced with unexpected situations.

Humans naturally freeze when confronted with something completely unanticipated.

It's like how you can't help but close your eyes when a fist stops right in front of your face.

It was no longer within the realm of conscious thought and action.
It was more like a spinal reflex triggered by sudden situations.

The same applied to situations like this, when vision was suddenly obscured by thick fog.

Whether swordsman or mage, most humans would typically stay put in such situations, waiting for the enemy to appear first.

Especially those two, who seemed to have reaction speeds far superior to other humans.

No matter when, where, or how they were attacked.
They would be confident they could counter anything.

That was exactly what he was counting on.

Those few seconds it would take them to assess the situation from where they stood.
During those few seconds, he needed to find a way to turn this unfavorable situation around.

As the thick smoke gradually spread outward, his mind began racing in all directions.

*The old man... seems to be done for.*

This wasn't an emotional judgment but one based on objective facts.

Despite pressing hard on the wound.
The gash on his neck was already split nearly halfway through.

Even for non-humans, the neck was a vital point for any living being.

With such a large wound, he would likely lose consciousness soon.
And if left untreated, he would eventually meet his death.

Of course, that was assuming no immediate action was taken, but the situation had turned too dire for any emergency treatment.

He lacked the medical knowledge to properly treat the old man.
And there was no guarantee that the humans trapped in that smoke would patiently wait while he performed first aid.

In essence, the outcome was all but determined.

"...Old man."

"Kuh...heuuuugh..."

"If you have something to say, say it now. I'll probably be following you soon anyway... but I should at least hear your last words as a courtesy."

"Heu...euuuugh..."

"Don't speak with that air-leaking voice! Speak clearly and distinctly! You're not so stupid that you can't even talk, are you?!"

It wasn't strange that air was escaping through the hole in his throat.
But the current situation didn't allow for paying attention to every little detail.

If he had something to say, he needed to say it quickly.

Soon... or perhaps right now.
Those humans could emerge from the smoke at any moment.

Seeing his serious expression, the old man desperately tried to hold his neck wound together with both hands.

He didn't possess any regenerative abilities...
But at least this way, he hoped his voice wouldn't sound as deflated as before.

Not much time passed before the old man's lips trembled with effort and slowly began to open.

"...Revival, please..."

"...I got it. I got it, so go to sleep now. And don't snore."

"....."

Thud-
The old man's hands fell lifelessly to the ground after finishing his words.

A perfect signal of death.
Seeing this, his footsteps began to quicken.

Though he hadn't particularly liked him, he was still a friend and elder with whom he had shared hardships for decades... no, perhaps centuries.

The old man's death remained in his mind as a somewhat fresh...
No, to be honest, quite painful memory.

*You're dead, you bastards...!!!*

The irritation of losing his friend to such worthless beings.
And on top of that, the audacity of these worthless beings now trying to interfere with his mother's revival.

All of these things were fueling his anger right now.

In other words, for someone who grew stronger with anger, the current situation wasn't turning out too badly.

Of course, he would still struggle.
But that didn't mean there was no hope at all.

As he had been saying all along, those bastards must have sustained quite serious injuries from his attack just now.

It would be best if they couldn't even move properly...
But at the very least, one of their arms must certainly be immobilized.

Then... it would be best to make the first move now.

After all, those two didn't seem like they would personally cooperate with each other.
Nor did they seem like the type to rush in desperately if one of them got hurt.

Rather, they looked like they would be happy if one of them was incapacitated, thinking the other would no longer interfere with them.

*First... that woman who jumped out in front earlier...!*

The swordsman had his feet bound when he last saw him.
So the first priority should be dealing with the female mage in front of him.

Stepping on the ground that had been carved in a straight line from the impact of his previous attack, he charged forward vigorously.

"I personally don't like smoke."

"...?!"

Almost simultaneously, he stopped in his tracks.

No... he stopped only briefly before charging forward again.

Even if she was standing there unharmed, what he needed to do wouldn't change.

Somehow take down the enemy in front of him.
And beyond that, kill the man who should be trapped by his ankles in the back.

As he continued rushing forward, a vague figure began to appear before his eyes.

The thick smoke made it difficult to see clearly...
But the clothing and appearance all resembled the woman who had been standing there earlier.

Since the voice just now had also come from that direction, it was probably her.

She looked surprisingly unharmed for someone who had taken his attack.
Nevertheless, he didn't care at all and thrust his fist straight forward.

"Die, you bastaaaaard!!!!"

A single strike that released all the emotions that had built up until now.

Surprisingly, the power of this strike was not much different from the attack he had concentrated on for so long earlier.

The surrounding terrain exploded in a straight line with a boom.
And at the end of it, surprisingly, stood the woman who looked so frail she probably couldn't even properly lift a single sack by herself.

"If I dodge here, the person behind me might get hit, but..."

It probably wouldn't make much difference anyway.
And quite some time had passed by now...

"...I'm sorry, but I think it's better to end this quickly."

Tap-
With a sound of striking the ground, her staff seemed to plant itself into the floor.

And simultaneously, several magic circles began to spread around her.

As multiple magic circles began to overlap.
Brilliant blue lights instantly spread from beneath her feet.

"Normally, I wouldn't need to use this kind of magic, but..."

If she wanted to attract attention, this would be the way to do it.

Woooong-

A blue particle began forming in the air.
Slowly, slowly beginning to draw in moisture from the surroundings.

The small particle, initially only the size of a fingernail, gradually transformed into something as large as a person's torso, and before long, it took the form of a large, perfect sphere.

"I hope you die as painfully as possible."

Clang-!
As cracks began to form in that perfect sphere, her spell activated.

[8th Circle Magic, Ice Queen's Crystal Sphere.]


In an instant.
Everything around her froze in a single moment.

Not just the walls and floors that had been creaking earlier.
Even his strike that had flown right up to her face.

"...I wonder if the students are doing well."

Bitter winter.
That was more than enough to describe the scene.

When the cold frost began to replace the thick smoke that had filled the surroundings.

The bodies of the two demons were also standing straight like statues in a snow field.

In a way... it was quite an elegant end.
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"...BOOM?"

"Hey, I wasn't the only one who heard that sound, right?"

Without a doubt, they all heard the shockwave.
Everyone turned their heads simultaneously toward the thunderous noise erupting from behind them.

Judging by the sound alone, it seemed to come from quite far away, but...

They couldn't shake off their uneasiness.
Back there was an elf they had left behind.

Of course, there was also the variable of the Chairwoman, whom they'd separated from first, but it didn't seem likely that someone as powerful as her would cause such a commotion.

She was undeniably strong, after all.

She was the kind of person who, even in battle, could only be imagined crushing opponents with overwhelming skill.

A magician who seemed like she wouldn't even know the word "struggle."
That was the image of the Chairwoman firmly established in their minds.

And it wasn't an illusion or exaggeration.

They knew this with certainty, especially after having worked hard to improve their own abilities.

They knew exactly how monstrous the Chairwoman was.
And they knew precisely what would happen if they dared to challenge her with their current abilities.

No matter how they thought about it, it seemed more reasonable that Silvia, whom they had left behind, was struggling rather than the Chairwoman having difficulty with someone.

This also perfectly explained why Silvia, who was normally so quick on her feet, hadn't yet rejoined the group.

They couldn't bring themselves to move forward carelessly.
Having come this far, turning back would be a tremendous waste of time.

Besides, if they went back only to find she wasn't actually in trouble, they might end up in a truly irreversible situation.

"...Let's just keep going forward."

"Charlotte..."

"We don't have a choice, do we? Going back now makes even less sense."

"B-but, the Princess...!"

"That princess would probably get angry if we went back anyway. She'd scold us for at least an hour about not trusting her... you don't want to hear that, do you?"

"..."

Everyone's concerns deepened as Charlotte boldly stated her opinion.

There was nothing wrong with what she said.
Considering the reality of their situation, it was actually the most effective approach.

However... despite that, someone might be dying back there right now.

Was it really right to turn their backs and move forward in such a situation?
Perhaps... they were making a choice they would regret for the rest of their lives.

That thought shackled their ankles like a curse.

"What are you doing?! Aren't we going?"

...With the exception of just one person.

What they didn't realize was that they were still subtly under demonic influence.

Their heightened senses and emotions.
Their suddenly more urgent tone and quickened pace.

They probably attributed it to tension, but the reality was completely different.

Their behavior was actually being deliberately manipulated by someone else.

By a shadow secretly watching them from behind.

"...Why aren't they fighting yet? They should have fallen apart by now."

Despite her plan working well so far, the shadow's expression remained troubled.

The group should have been arguing and falling apart by now.
Yet they still maintained their formation and continued moving forward, exceeding her expectations.

Somehow, she felt her pheromone effect had significantly weakened.

It had worked well on others until just recently...
It couldn't be due to her condition or other issues...

Why, of all times, was there a problem now?

She had no idea what was happening.
Surely the Saintess over there wasn't constantly dispersing holy power around her.

Why, why did those people appear so unaffected?

"At this rate, they'll reach the end soon... and the ritual shows no signs of finishing... damn it!"

Of course, the kid would block their path before that.
But no matter how strong that kid was, she didn't think they could handle all four of them alone.

The kid was strong, but... those four walking there had all shown they could hold their own against the horde of golems earlier.

They had occasionally shown moments of disharmony, stumbling slightly.

Nevertheless, their individual strengths had filled those gaps.

Unless one had the meticulous precision of Envy, who had already departed this world, it wouldn't be easy to exploit their weaknesses...

The problem was that the kid's attack style was extremely crude.

"That kid... strong, but almost all attacks are straightforward, aren't they?"

A typical type that fights with pure strength.
Such types are extremely vulnerable in many-against-one situations.

Especially against a party like these humans, where each person performs their role exceptionally well.

Moreover, the party still had the Saintess who appeared to have barely used any holy power yet.

Frankly speaking, even if she fought that Saintess right now, she couldn't guarantee victory due to their incompatible natures.

And of all things, that Saintess was accompanied by quite capable companions.
This was truly... a catastrophic situation that needed no explanation.

"...Should I just run away now?"

After contemplating briefly, she shook her head.

Of course, she could live well enough if she fled now.
But her existence was already known to the other humans.

Her power was also in a form easily detectable by others, so if she used it even in some rural village, she would immediately catch the attention of other humans.

Living without using her power would be simple, but...
That would make her no different from an ordinary human.

It would mean returning to those days as a worthless prostitute, when everyone despised and mistreated her.

She would rather die than choose such an option.
She was fully prepared to bite her tongue and commit suicide if faced with such a situation.

"But... what should I do then? Keep interfering with them to buy time?"

Her worries deepened.
One thing was certain—the situation was turning unfavorable.

Even if she ran away now, she definitely couldn't continue living in this empire anymore.

Of course, living that way would be far better than dying here.
Her mother's revival being delayed wouldn't immediately cause problems.

But... all the time invested so far would be too precious to waste.

Because of those pathetic humans...
Those humans who weren't even fully grown!!

She absolutely couldn't bear to see all her accumulated efforts and traces turn to nothing. Absolutely not.

"...I'll stay like this until the very end, and then... then I'll make my move."

In this state, there wouldn't be many children left by their mother's side until the end anyway.

Even if they all remained...
They likely wouldn't be in good condition.

She recalled the thunderous sound that had echoed earlier.

Among everyone here...
Who could make such a sound?

Whoever it was, they certainly couldn't be unscathed.
With a boom of that magnitude, one should consider themselves fortunate if their limbs remained attached to their corpse.

Whether it was someone on their side or the humans' side remained to be seen.

"...Let's move forward. She wouldn't want us to come rescue her anyway."

"That's what I'm saying! She'd want us to rescue that guy as quickly as possible! Why won't you listen to me?!"

"...Calm down, Charlotte. The others spoke out of concern too. They had no intention of contradicting you."

"...I'm sorry. Hearing what you said, I also think moving forward is the right choice."

After some time had passed, the humans seemed to have reached an agreement, and their footsteps began to move again.

The problem was that they were heading forward, not backward.

"...They're really going to arrive at this rate? What should I do...? Should I come out now?"

As she was wracking her brain with worry,
Just as the humans were about to continue moving...

Thud- Thud-
The sound of another set of footsteps echoed in their ears.

A sound that instantly quelled her anxious state of mind.

"....Ah, how annoying."

A clearly lazy, short child.

Despite this, the Saintess immediately clasped her hands together in prayer upon the child's appearance.

"...Who are you?"

"...Saintess?"

The holy power flowing through her body...
Was giving the strongest warning since entering this place.

"...Are you talking to me?"

Sloth, uniquely, had no name.
Unlike other demons, she didn't even have a title to refer to herself.

The first reason was that she found naming herself too bothersome.

The second reason was... she didn't feel the need for a name because there weren't many beings who would call her by it.

Beings who met her invariably fell into two categories.
Almost without exception, excluding demons who could be considered her siblings.

"...Don't know, just... call me whatever."

Either they were dead, or they were about to die.

Crunch-
Her small hand clenched into a fist.

Emanating an incredibly intimidating aura to all who beheld her.
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The first emotion I felt when I heard that thunderous sound was none other than anxiety.

Anxiety, surprisingly, is an emotion that subsides quickly.
Though it's difficult to calm your mind, once you manage to do so, the feeling doesn't last long.

In truth, the solution to most negative emotions is simply adopting a new mindset.

When depressed, maintain a positive attitude.
When angry, imagine something joyful.

Nothing is more difficult than properly controlling one's own mind, but even ordinary people can somehow manage to suppress negative emotions.

However, there are some things that cannot be overcome by mindset alone.

"....."

"..Huh, my hands... suddenly, why?"

"....!!"

The feeling of defeat.
More specifically, fear in the face of overwhelming power.

Being overwhelmed by mere presence is not at all an exaggeration.

That oppressive aura that only the strong possess from birth.
And simultaneously, the way the surrounding air grows chilling whenever they prepare for battle.

When a herbivore sees a carnivore and immediately starts running, is that truly a conscious decision?

What about eating when hungry?
Or sleeping when tired?

There's no precise way to explain it, but most living beings possess instincts that precede thought.

And among those instincts, the strongest is undoubtedly the instinct for self-preservation when life is threatened.

Life—the most important thing for all living beings.
When that life is threatened, the body's senses are heightened to their absolute peak.

The unique sensation that you must survive by any means necessary—a feeling that can only be experienced in such moments.

That distinctive, spine-chilling atmosphere was about to replay itself before them once again.

"Yaaawn..."

The girl before them hadn't done anything.
Yet despite this, their bodies were trembling.

No human could avoid trembling when facing a massive bear.

Even if that bear wasn't doing anything at all.

"Um, I think this might be the critical moment... what do you all think? Is it just me?"

"..I have to agree."

To feel such pressure from a girl whose height barely reached their chests.

It was somewhat humiliating.
But now wasn't the time to worry about such things.

If they didn't join forces, they would die.
This fact suddenly flashed through everyone's minds.

"...Can't you all just turn back?"

"..What?"

"I meaan... I just woke up... I'm tired..."

...I'm tired, so just go away.
If you want, I'll let you leave.

Even the most socially inept person could understand what the girl was trying to say.

And that these words could only come from someone who looked down on them completely.

Yet strangely, they didn't feel particularly offended.
Even now, realizing that she was completely underestimating them.

It was similar to how one shouldn't show offense when a lion looks down on a gazelle as something it could kill at any moment.

They still had business to attend to here.
And to accomplish that, preserving their strength by remaining unharmed was the right choice.

"Um, if it's troublesome, couldn't you just let us pass? We have a reason why we need to go that way."

"...No. That's not possible."

"Why? We're not going to do anything bad."

"...Hmm, still no."

"Why?"

"Because the mister and big sister told me I must stop you."

If necessary... even if I have to kill you.
So, you can't pass through.

It wasn't clear who the "mister" and "big sister" she mentioned were, but it was certainly clear that she had no intention of letting them pass through this path.

If the girl before them was their enemy...
Then probably, at the end of this path, that ritual or whatever it was would be taking place.

That fact alone was enough.
Enough for them to make up their minds to move forward.

That reason alone was more than sufficient.

"What should we do? Should one person stay behind like before?"

"...I don't think that's a good idea."

"...I agree. Something feels... different from the ones we've encountered until now."

A brief strategic discussion before fighting.
It wasn't a bad strategy, but it didn't last as long as they'd hoped.

Their attention completely focused on the girl before them.

That biased focus prevented them from properly noticing a figure emerging from the darkness behind them.

"Hello~?"

"....Huh."

*Squelch*—
An oddly chilling sound.

As the sensation of piercing something completely spread throughout her body, she began to laugh inwardly.

The Saintess among them who had been by far the biggest threat to her.
Originally, she would have been the most valuable and effective force protected by her companions, but...

Thanks to Sloth drawing their attention in front, a momentary opening had appeared.

For someone who had been waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike, this was too good to pass up.

She could weaken the most troublesome opponent while simultaneously drawing everyone's attention to herself once more.

The moment attention focused on her, Sloth would make his move.

No matter how lazy Sloth might be,
He definitely had the skill not to miss such an opportunity.

So, this time too, surely...?

"...Huh."

"Kuh..hnngh...!!"

"..What? Who are you?!"

This couldn't be happening.
She had targeted the Saintess until the very end.

Considering the dark surroundings, there was certainly a possibility she had made a mistake, but that would only apply if the target were an ordinary human.

That arrogant human who dared to enter Mother's sacred ground while carrying the energy of another god.
And one whose holy power was so immense that it was constantly flowing out to the surroundings even now.

There was no way she could have mistaken that.
What she had aimed for was definitely, certainly the Saintess herself.

"...But, who the hell are you?!"

That's why she couldn't believe her own eyes.

*Splatter*—
Red blood spilling onto the floor.

The nauseating smell of human flesh hit her all at once, and her arm was still embedded in that human's chest, resembling a skewer.

..The problem was that the person she had stabbed wasn't the Saintess.

Just as no human can distinguish the individual features of ants,
Most humans looked more or less the same to her eyes.

But despite that, she was absolutely certain that the human before her could not possibly be the Saintess.

Humans might look similar to each other,
But that didn't mean she couldn't distinguish hair color or clothing.

"Kuh...hnngh...!!"

The hair color of the human struggling on her arm was none other than sky blue.

A color that bore no resemblance to the Saintess's hair.

"Why... why this human..?"

Her identity was the female mage who had been standing beside the Saintess just moments ago.
For some reason, her arm, which she thought had pierced the Saintess, had pierced straight through the center of this woman's chest.

'This... this is wrong...? Why this one of all people...?!'

"Got... you!!"

"...Huh?!"

*Crack!*
With the feeling that something had gone wrong, she tried to pull out her arm, only to find it freezing in place.

'An ice spell..?! No, first I need to...'

"Pull it... out!"

"...Kuhak?!"

As she finally yanked her arm free, blood gushed out in streams.

Thanks to pulling out her arm just as it started to freeze, she managed to avoid having her limb completely frozen solid... but even considering that, the injury was severe.

Not being able to use one arm meant that all attacks from that direction would be feints.
By eliminating attacks from one direction, she was giving her opponents more room to maneuver.

"Kuh..hnnngh..."

"A-Albert Iris?! W-wait, why suddenly...?!"

"Take her and fall back, Saintess, quickly!!!"

"Hurry and heal her!!"

The two vanguards immediately charged at her the moment they noticed their comrade had been injured.

They didn't seem concerned about Sloth in the back.
There wasn't the slightest hesitation in their movements as they rushed straight at her.

'Tch... why did this interference have to happen now?!'

It was easy to deduce how the situation had turned out this way.

The mage must have pulled some trick.
If the Saintess were injured, their precious healing capability would be immediately retired.

Of course, reducing their fighting strength wasn't a bad outcome.

But compared to what she had originally aimed for, it was an absurdly disappointing result.

Moreover, the Saintess was still standing over there unharmed.
The miraculous being who could heal wounds as much as she wanted.

Unless she could interfere with the healing from now on, it was clear that an injury of this level would be quickly recovered.

If that happened... far from damaging their fighting strength, she would have only boosted their morale.

'Before that happens, that kid needs to move quickly and twist the situation...'

"Yaaawn..."

"Move already!!!"

...Damn it.
It seems things won't go smoothly.

This thought flashed through her mind as she watched the fist and dagger flying straight toward her.
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"Please... please please...!"

"Ugh... hnngh..."

"Don't move, Lady Iris!! And don't even think about using magic!!!"

"D-don't... stop me..."

"When I say don't, I mean don't!!"

The Saintess was angry.
If others heard this, they'd laugh in disbelief.

The Saintess they knew was always smiling and cheerful—someone who perfectly matched the description of a simple country girl with a head full of flowers.

That wasn't entirely wrong.
The Saintess truly had a nature so benevolent that everyone around her praised her.

It was rare for her to get angry.

Rare, meaning it did happen occasionally.

When a patient she was treating neglected their own body.
That was virtually the only time this supposedly gentle woman would become angry.

"I said stay still!! Your wounds are already deep enough and difficult to heal...!"

"B-but, I need to at least set up a barrier around here..."

"You'll die if you try! Do you really want to see blood bursting from your body?!"

Isabella lay before her, bleeding profusely.
Her condition was truly dire by any measure.

The heart, where a mage's circle resided, was one of the most important parts of a mage's body.

Fortunately, her heart hadn't been pierced through.
But with the area around it punctured, the mana circuits inside her body must have been severely damaged.

Since the circle—essentially the source of a mage's mana—wasn't destroyed, she could use magic again to some extent once her body recovered...

But trying to use magic in her current injured state was problematic.

With mana circuits broken throughout her body,
using magic would be like charging a small cart toward broken rails.

First, her physical body would break down.
Then, her overheated circle would fail.

A broken circle meant a broken heart.

And that would make normal daily life impossible.

Using magic with an already damaged body would only magnify these side effects.

With a hole blown through her chest area...
Even using a few low-level spells would likely destroy her body immediately.

"Trying to use barrier magic in your condition—are you insane?!"

"B-but... behind you..."

"This isn't the time to worry about that! You'll really die if you continue, and even I won't be able to save you!!"

Despite her harsh words, she could understand Isabella's actions.

Right behind her, where she was treating Isabella.
Considering what was there, anyone would make the same judgment.

"Ah... haaawn... mmm..."

"...Eek!"

The girl who was now merely observing the battle on her side as if it were a nuisance.

If she moved, everything would end.
Though they hadn't directly fought yet, the girl before them instinctively gave off that impression.

If she moved... probably few people would remain standing here.

It was a bit strange that she was just observing quietly...
But anyway, that girl seemed to be on the same side as the woman who had just appeared.

Seeing this, it was somewhat understandable why Isabella had tried to use magic despite her injuries.

One... no, including herself, two fighters were already out of commission.
And the remaining two couldn't completely overwhelm even one enemy, yet another enemy remained.

Frankly speaking, if the girl before them changed her mind and decided to join the battle...

*No... no matter what, treatment comes first...!*

A slender neck that looked like it could snap the moment the girl before her reached out.

From the aura the girl had emitted earlier, she could guess.
The girl before her was truly a powerful being who could kill her at any moment if she wished.

But that wasn't reason enough to stop this treatment.

Her duty remained unchanged.
To heal the injured without leaving a single wound.

She didn't understand why the girl was just watching the battle without doing anything, but perhaps this was an opportunity.

*For whatever reason, she doesn't seem inclined to move right now...!*

Even if this was a trap, she had to continue the treatment.

No matter how much her own life was in danger,
the person whose life was most at risk right now wasn't herself but the woman before her.

"Anyway, absolutely don't use magic..!! Just hold on until those two arrive...!"

"Sorry, Saintess!! We probably can't get there quickly!!"

"What?!"

"I'd like to say sorry, but there's really nothing we can do?!"

This one is already more than we can handle!!!

Charlotte's dagger slashed through the air again as she screamed internally.

No matter how many times she swung, the movements were completely unpredictable.
The shadow's—no, the demon's—attack followed after dodging Charlotte's dagger.

Sharp claws that looked like they could cut even stone.

Considering that she was currently blocking all attacks with just those claws, that assessment didn't seem far off.

"Where did such a monster come from...?!"

"Monster?! Where do you see such a beautiful monster?!!"

The one fortunate thing was that the creature's attacks weren't particularly fierce.

Of course, she had enough skill to instantly overwhelm ordinary knights,
but she didn't seem overwhelmingly powerful either.

Even at this moment, the girl in the distance seemed more threatening than the woman before her.

In a way, it almost seemed like the woman before them wasn't that strong.

"Hold her off, Charlotte!!"

"Whoa..?!"

"Kyaaak?!"

But despite this, they couldn't end the battle.

First, because the woman's movements were bizarrely unpredictable.

And second, because they kept involuntarily glancing at the dangerous girl emitting that aura in the background.

"Tch..!"

"Oops... missed again? What to do? Your friends are far away... hmm?"

"....."

"I understand how you feel, more or less... but you shouldn't make it so obvious...?"

Attacks become easier to read when one gets desperate.
The human body unconsciously expresses one's current state of mind.

When in a hurry, movements become monotonous in an attempt to end the fight quickly.

She had realized this and was using it to her advantage.
That's why she had been able to avoid all attacks while showing such bizarre movements.

She had always been good at manipulating people and could easily notice even the smallest changes.

For example... when and where her opponent would strike.
And exactly how they would attack her.

"Your attacks are hasty... you two haven't fought together before, have you?"

"....."

Her words struck right to the core.

As she said, these two fighting her had never once coordinated their attacks together.

They had fought in the same chaotic battles a few times,
but they had never focused their attacks on a single person like this.

When the target is limited, the movements of those attacking are also constrained.

Their trajectories might overlap.
They might collide with each other while trying to avoid attacks.

In that sense, never having coordinated before was a significant disadvantage.

Nothing creates more openings in this situation than poor coordination.

Especially when their opponent had similar skills to both of them.

"Oh right, I don't have a partner?"

"My my, that won't do. Should big sister introduce you to a nice man?"

"No? If I got one from you, I feel like I'd end up with some hairy, oversized gorilla!"

"Come now... would I ever give such a man to a pretty girl like you..."

"Seems like he'd be perfect for you though? Should I introduce you to someone?"

"....."

In this situation, there was only one way for two uncoordinated fighters to win, and Charlotte was the first to notice it.

Her family's training had prepared her for almost every dangerous situation.
She had survived even harsher conditions than this.

She knew exactly what to do in this situation.

"Oh, not interested in humans? Well, I guess there aren't many humans who would match you... right?"

Sacrificing flesh to gain bone.
If they had many openings, they could use those as bait to lure her in.

Dodging a charging bull is easier than coordinating attacks,
and striking the bull afterward doesn't require coordination at all.

"...You crazy bitch."

"The crazy one isn't me, but you, right? Using strange abilities because you can't attract men?"

"...Shut up."

"Looking at your face, it's quite plain~ That's why you can't attract elves or whatever, so you resort to brainwashing...?"

"Shut your damn mouth, you dog!!!"

Mission accomplished.
A wicked smile played on Charlotte's lips.
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Whore.
The word she hated hearing most in her life.

In reality, during her human days, she had been a prostitute who sold her body.

Back then, she had no choice.
To survive, she had to do something, and selling her body was all too common in that era.

She had slept with countless men and, at times, even women.

Not because she wanted to.
She had to embrace people to survive.

And in that process, a deep hatred for humans blossomed in her heart.

"I want to try this today, is that okay? I'll pay you extra anyway, right?"

"Hey, I brought my friends today... can't you give us a discount? You enjoy this stuff anyway, don't you?"

"You just need to stay still. I'll just watch from here. Begin."

She realized far too late that there were many people in the world with peculiar tastes.

She learned far too early that there were people who didn't even treat fellow humans as people.

It was impossible not to develop a hatred for humans.
For her, who had experienced countless hells, humans themselves were hell incarnate.

"But... how dare they compare me to those kinds of women...?!!!"

The memories she had wanted to erase her entire life resurfaced in her mind because of those words.

The days when she had to whisper words of love to strange men.
The days when she was treated worse than an animal, forced to stay awake for three days and nights.

Being beaten severely for the slightest offense, nearly killed simply because someone didn't like her—these weren't isolated incidents.

Surely, no one would want to recall such treatment as fond memories.

"Die!!!"

"Whoa?! She's really angry... kyahah?!"

"Shut your mouth!!!"

Unlike before, her movements became straightforward.

The good news was that her attacks were easier to read.
The bad news was that they had become that much faster and stronger.

Without wasting energy on movement, she focused all her power on attacking, and her momentum was on a completely different level.

Unlike before, attacks that were difficult to follow with the naked eye began pouring exclusively toward Charlotte.

Each strike was lethal.
As she barely dodged each attack, the surrounding terrain began to crumble one by one.

"How do you care for your nails?! Usually women keep them short when meeting men... huh?!"

"Shut your mouth?!!"

"Can't even seduce a man properly, just brainwashing until your face is full of wrinkles, not very ladylike behavior, is it?!!"

"Aaaaaaaaaaaahhh!!!!"

Angering an opponent was also a strategy.
For someone trained to anticipate almost every possible combat situation, provoking the opponent was all too easy.

The problem was... it seemed to be working too well.

*This is no... joke?!*

Boom- Boom- Crash!!
The surrounding terrain crumbled like crackers at the slightest touch.

One direct hit would be fatal at this point.
Most likely, any further combat would become impossible.

From what she could tell, there seemed to be some kind of ritual happening at the far end... and there was nothing more troublesome than sustaining injuries that would prevent her from participating in whatever battles might arise next.

*For now, I have no choice but to dodge all these attacks.*

So she abandoned the offensive.
Putting all her daggers away, she focused solely on evading attacks.

Of course, it would be possible to force an attack at this point.

But if she did, she would eventually have to allow herself to take a hit.

It was uncertain whether she could continue fighting after taking one of those attacks that seemed capable of tearing flesh with just a graze, and there was no guarantee her own attacks would be effective either.

She knew better than anyone that her attack style was disadvantageous for taking an opponent's life in one go.

She wasn't foolish enough to take such a risk.
In fact, there was no need for her to shoulder such a risk in this situation.

While the situation was certainly urgent, that didn't mean the current battle situation was unfavorable.

"You know what?"

"What?"

"In high society, you need good eyes. That way... you can spot what others are hiding."

"What are you talking about, you crazy bitch...?!"

Thwack-
The sound of something hard hitting something soft.

The problem was that the hard object was someone's weapon.

"Kuh... huk..?!"

"Your field of vision is too damn narrow!!"

She had focused too much on one spot.
This fight was originally two against one.

There was no way her companion wouldn't be paying attention when she was under such concentrated attack.

Moreover, her movements had become much more predictable than before.
There was essentially no reason not to attack first.

"...Damn, did I just graze her?"

But despite this, the attack didn't land squarely.

It was certainly successful in terms of surprise.
It should have been a direct hit under the circumstances.

No mistakes were made in the process, but the problem lay in the opponent's superhuman reflexes.

"You... bastards, how dare you lay hands on meee?!!!"

She had turned her head before being hit to minimize the impact.
While it sounds simple, few people could actually do this in a real battle.

In a situation like this, with a surprise attack, only someone with the courage to keep their eyes open until the last moment could pull it off.

Superhuman dynamic vision and reflexes were also necessary.

Realizing this, Charlotte gulped once more.

She felt like she had just tugged on a tiger's whiskers.

"..Charlotte, do you have any ideas? These kinds of attacks won't work twice."

"I don't know, didn't have one from the start?"

"....."

"It's ridiculous to think we could take her down by ourselves, isn't it? Even decent royal knights probably couldn't beat her."

"..Indeed, I see no way to win with conventional methods anymore. And time... is not on our side right now."

"Right. So..."

We shouldn't use conventional methods.
Against someone like her, we need to fight dirty.

"..What's that?"

"My family's special weapon."

What she pulled from her bosom was none other than a long, transparent thread.

A special wire manufactured by the Charlotte family.
A wire that wouldn't break even if three or four strong men pulled on it.

"I have a question."

"What is it?"

"Can't you just kill that woman with one attack?"

"....."

"Well? Can't you?"

"...I can. But if I miss, it's over."

"So you can do it?"

"...Yes."

"That's all I needed to know."

After all, we just need to create a situation where you can't miss.

"Planning is what my family does best."

***

Meanwhile, as they fought intensely, another quiet battle was taking place behind them.

"...I'm sleepy."

"Just... a little... more...!"

"Ugh... hnnng..."

One Archmage. One Saintess. One patient.

The Saintess couldn't understand why the girl was still observing from a distance.

But she knew well that this situation couldn't be dragged out.

A battle of nerves.
Right now, when there was no way to know when or how an attack might come.

All she could do was thoroughly heal Isabella, who was still groaning beneath her.

*Please... please, don't move...!*

At least not until the healing was complete.
She desperately hoped the girl wouldn't move.

But contrary to her wishes, the girl's body had already begun to stir slowly.

"...Even yawning is bothersome now."

The girl slowly rising.
There wasn't much difference in height from when she was sitting...

Nevertheless, her presence alone overwhelmed everyone present.

So much so that the eyes of the three fighting in the distance occasionally glanced this way.

"..Let's end this quickly? I'm tiiiired."

Step- Step-
The sound of her footsteps grew closer.

In the middle of the treatment, she couldn't turn her head, but she could feel the terror quite acutely.

*Please... please..!!*

"..Goodbye."

"N-No!!!"

The girl's fist came down at that moment.

Boom!!!
An enormous cloud of smoke erupted simultaneously.

Dust from the impact began to fill the surroundings.

"Lady Saintess!!!!"

Isabella's voice filled the space.

The shock of seeing the Saintess struck down before her eyes.
And the guilt that she was the cause.

All these emotions were conveyed in her voice...

"...Huh?"

Not long after, those emotions vanished in an instant.

The Saintess, who she thought had surely been hit,
Was still treating her, completely unharmed.

Moreover, the girl who had been standing right behind the Saintess was nowhere to be seen.

"...Fortunately, it seems we're not too late."

"P-Princess Silvia..!"

Only an arrow embedded in the wall remained in her place.
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"S-Silvia...? How...?"

"We'll talk about that later. For now, let's focus on the enemy ahead."

The green-haired elf, Silvia, had suddenly appeared.
She pulled back her bowstring once more with an arrow nocked.

Moments later, with a whoosh, arrows sliced through the air again.

Firing multiple arrows at once was nothing to her.

In the forest, she had faced even worse conditions.
Among those, there were some who were immune to arrows.

Like most elves with their strong pride, she never learned to run away from such situations.

Instead, she had learned how to resolve those situations with her own individual strength.

Whoosh—
Bang! Boom!!

Each time the arrows struck the wall, explosions erupted with thick smoke rising.

This happened because she had reinforced the arrows' hardness to the limit with mana.

Arrows reinforced to that degree could pierce through mediocre shields.
Moreover, in her entire life, she had never seen anyone remain unharmed after taking a direct hit from one of those arrows.

The same applied to the golems she had briefly fought earlier.

Their bodies were certainly hard.
But she had never once been pushed back when facing them.

If all the golems hadn't suddenly disappeared somewhere in the middle of the fight, that battle would have certainly ended in her victory.

"Saintess... are you in the middle of healing? What about Jenison?"

"Yes, I'm still healing... Jenison is probably at the end of that passage. Could you buy us a little time...?!"

"...Understood, if it's just buying time...?!"

Bang!
At that moment, something burst through the thick smoke with a terrifying sound.

Boom!!!

It was a powerful attack that could have been life-threatening if she had been just a little slower.
Judging by how the spot where she had been standing moments ago had completely vanished, it seemed the opponent had no intention of letting her live.

"...How? Even with her speed, I'm sure some of my shots should have hit..."

Her words trailed off.

The girl who should have been pinned to some wall somewhere
was crouching right in front of her.

Not only that, but the girl looked completely unharmed, as if she hadn't been attacked at all.

Her clothes weren't torn anywhere.
Apart from a little dust, she seemed completely unhindered in her movements.

The girl looked exactly the same as before.
Plus, the shock that she had approached this close without Silvia sensing her presence even once.

All these shocks momentarily froze Silvia's mind.

"You're annoying."

"....?!!!"

As her body flew into the wall, her floating mind was plunged back into darkness.

"...Kuh, huk?!"

..Did I get hit?
What hit me?

Where, when, how, and with what was I struck?

Her mind was instantly filled with confusion.

What flashed through her mind wasn't the pain from the attack, but curiosity about how the opponent had attacked.

*A ghost? No, I definitely felt like I was hit by arrows...*

It couldn't have been a punch because there was no visible movement or preparation.

No matter how well-trained someone is, it's impossible to throw a punch without moving the shoulder.

The same applies to attacks with any other body part.
Human physical attacks always require some preparatory movement...

*But if not a ghost, then how...?*

She couldn't see any preparatory movement from the girl in front of her.

Her shoulders didn't move, nor did she twist her waist.
Literally, no part of her body seemed to move.

Of course, if the attack was so fast that her eyes couldn't even track its form, that would explain everything that had just happened.

But if she could launch such attacks, she wouldn't have allowed Silvia's initial attacks in the first place.

As much as she hated to admit it...
Her mana-infused arrows had enough power to pierce steel.

The enemy must have noticed that.
They were far from ordinary arrows, with an extraordinary aura.

Despite this, the fact that she had allowed the earlier attack and was sent flying into the wall meant that the girl in front of her didn't have the speed to dodge her arrows.

How could someone like that suddenly launch such a fast attack?
And move right in front of her at a speed she couldn't even notice?

*...Could it be that she took the first attack just to gauge me?*

Cough-
Gasping for breath, she barely managed to rise from the debris she'd been embedded in.

Thankfully, the spirits around had mitigated the damage.

Otherwise, she would certainly have been incapacitated by that single attack.

"...Oh, you're getting up?"

"Si...Silvia..!"

"...It seems you need to hurry with the healing, Saintess."

I don't think I can hold out against this one for long.

With those words, she gripped her bow once more.
This time, she was determined to land at least one arrow in the face, even if the attack was allowed.

***

The Charlote family.
A family specializing in assassination, politics, and information.

The common saying in the marketplace that even the wealthiest tycoon could become penniless overnight if caught in their schemes—

That saying was not an exaggeration at all.

"Here, no... here! Hahaha!!"

"Guh...AAAAARGH!!! Just stand still and die, you rotten brat!!!!"

"Why would I let myself get hit? What's in it for me? Kyahahaha!!"

In fact, they had ruined dozens of families overnight.

Although no concrete evidence of their deeds had ever been found...
It was now common knowledge, even among snot-nosed kids in the neighborhood.

All those ruined families had one thing in common: they had defied the Charlotes, even in trivial matters.

It was a problem with an obvious answer if you thought about it.

All those families who had been hiding their dirty secrets successfully for years.
Suddenly exposing all their secrets and heading down the path of ruin overnight?

Anyone with even a slight interest in behind-the-scenes machinations would have noticed something suspicious about their downfall.

Yet, not a single person had pursued their activities for one simple reason:

They feared making an enemy of the Charlote family.

Nothing more, nothing less.
A trivial reason when you really thought about it.

"You're only focusing on me again... huh?!"

"...Tch, you've been so annoying with your little dodges!"

"Oh, blocked again."

"Why can't you do one thing right?! All you have to do is hit her!!"

"...You might be better off doing it yourself. Her reaction speed and dynamic vision are beyond human levels..."

"But I'm dodging it? Do you want to try this instead?!"

"Please shut up, both of you, and die already!!!!"

The Charlote family's arsenal is incredibly diverse, but their most commonly used weapon is a long, high-tensile wire.

Made from specially crafted metal, a single strand is as strong as a steel sword.

Two strands can cut through brick without hesitation.

Three strands can cut through anything, including human bodies.
The tips of these self-produced wires also contain an extremely potent poison that's only distributed in secret within the Charlote family.

Essentially, it's a weapon that must be handled with the intention to kill.

Normally, only properly trained family soldiers would be allowed to possess it, but surprisingly, Sino Charlote had been granted permission.

The tests required to become a "hound" among the family soldiers—
Tests that even grown men found challenging—she had passed overwhelmingly quickly.

She no longer lacked strength.
She was like a rose that hides its thorns until the very end.

While fighting her, Lust couldn't shake the feeling that she was being drawn into something.

*Something... something feels off...? No matter how long it's been since I fought directly, I shouldn't be this exhausted from just this...*

In reality, it was because the Charlote family's deadly poison had entered her body through a scratch during the battle, but she had no way of knowing that.

She just thought... it had been so long since she'd fought directly.
That her stamina had simply deteriorated.

She never imagined she would struggle against mere humans.

*...Still, I can't back down now. Mother's revival is so close...!!*

...Besides, she really wanted to kill that little girl.
If not, she'd use her ability to make her submit.

Since the Saintess didn't seem to be paying any attention to her right now, using her ability shouldn't be ineffective.

With that thought, she pushed off the ground again.

"Finally, caught?"

"....?!"

In front of her eyes, countless wire-like threads glistened in the light, woven like a spider's web.

Each one was made of the same material as the wire that little girl had been holding earlier.
Her eyes trembled severely at the sharpness that seemed capable of slicing flesh with just a touch.

*No way... she wasn't just dodging my attacks all this time?*

While dodging my attacks, she was setting up all of this without me noticing?

Then all that annoying chatter with her companion...
Was all of that planned behavior?!

*Damn this... is there a way out...?!*

...There is?!

For some reason, she spotted a gap.
A single clear opening among the countless spider-like threads.

Her body was already moving forward, and even if she retreated now, she couldn't know what traps might be waiting.

Her mind raced quickly.
After calculating, she forcibly changed her direction to move through the only path she could see.

For some reason, there was a clearly open space.

A smile began to form on her lips.

*Stupid fools... now, once I escape through here and step back slightly? I'll use my ability and you'll all be finished....?!*

"...Huh?"

That's when it happened.
In front of her eyes...

A small but powerful fist came into view.

Splat!!
A somehow familiar sound echoed around.

"Guh..huk..?!"

"....Oh."

Bang- The surrounding terrain was destroyed again.
Through the thick smoke, only Charlote's voice echoed, sounding quite pleased.

"Sigh... that's why I told you."

Your field of vision is completely narrow.
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A wide field of vision is essential in chaotic battles.
She prided herself on having heard this more than anyone else in the past week.

There are countless examples of chaotic battles.
The battlefield becomes disorderly with even the slightest deviation from plan.

One small mistake, and everything begins to fall apart.

In such situations, the mindset an assassin must maintain is unwavering composure.

Don't be fooled by illusions.
Don't let flashy movements steal your attention.

Reality always unfolds within your field of vision, and anything invisible is merely a phantom.

Developing adaptability alongside expanding one's field of vision was no easy task.
But repeated training and practice sessions approaching real combat intensity made possible what had seemed impossible for her.

A field of vision and ability to read situations so exceptional it seemed beyond human capability.

She had possessed remarkable insight since long ago, able to discern people's thoughts with ease, and finally succeeded in mastering all these seemingly impossible skills.

The hunting dogs, raised with utmost dedication by the family since ancient times.
She was now capable of gradually disrupting the harmony of their coordinated attacks.

"Of course, they're still within human limits... but these two clearly don't work well together, do they?"

Hunting dogs raised together, sharing hardships to avoid being discarded by the family.

Even demons who transcended humanity couldn't match their coordination.

Especially not ones like those before her now, who showed no consideration for each other.

From the very moment the fight began,
They should have done their utmost to end the battle quickly.

Before Charlotte's trap could fully activate.

While their meticulous care to leave no evidence was still not prominently displayed.

"Now, quickly!!"

"I know."

However, she knew.
That her attack wasn't strong enough to finish them in one blow.

Even if it were possible, it would only work on the woman she'd been facing until now. As for that kid who appeared later...

"If that were possible, she would have collapsed after taking that barrage of arrows earlier."

She lacked confidence.
It hurt her pride to admit it, but it was the truth.

Normally, she wouldn't have cared about such things and would have charged in regardless, but the current situation allowed for no mistakes.

So, she decided to pass it on.
The role of delivering the killing blow, which could earn the greatest merit on any battlefield.

To the person who could best fulfill that role at this moment.

"If you can't kill her, I'll kill you! I mean it!!"

"...I'll try."

"Kuh...hnngh...?!!"

Sloth's attack power ranked among the highest of her companions.
Even though she had minimized her strength before striking, it was still devastating to Lust.

Her head spinning, objects before her eyes blurring into two or three wavering images, unable to focus.

In such a state, there was no way she could maintain control of her body.

Her condition was clearly evident to the boy rapidly approaching her.

"...She definitely can't dodge. I'm certain."

In other words, as long as he didn't make some ridiculous mistake, his attack would definitely connect.

The boy continued charging forward as she began to fall like a bird that had flown into a glass window.

"I...I need to gather qi, that's right."

Handling qi is actually more dependent on innate talent.
Unlike sensing mana itself, recognizing qi is what matters most.

Unlike mana, which anyone can grasp relatively easily with accurate theory, qi requires considerable time just to sense it.

No matter how precise the theory.
Everyone perceives qi differently, and even if you feel something, it's merely a sensation that can't be logically explained.

Learning to handle qi was extremely difficult.
And that included teaching it to others.

The same applied to the boy.

He had only heard about handling qi for barely an hour.
He spent the rest of his time training and engaging in mock battles that resembled real combat.

He had rolled on the ground hundreds of times and received thousands of brutal attacks.

Sparring, meals, training, rest, sparring, meals, sleep, sparring.
In this murderous schedule, he had managed to acquire just one thing:

The ability to recognize qi.
Sensing qi was no longer a problem for him.

After being beaten countless times by opponents using qi, his body was already marked with traces of this formless energy.

All that remained was to use this qi.
Even though it was his first attempt, he had to succeed now.

Failure meant death—this thought flashed quickly through his mind.

Almost simultaneously, his fist tightened with a cracking sound.

"Relax the whole body... like holding a pebble in hand."

As with everyone, the posture begins with the feet.

From there, rotate the waist.
Extend the shoulders back as if someone were behind you.

Measure the distance with the extended front hand, then thrust the fist.

Using the left foot in front as a pivot.
As if the ground were swirling around that left foot.

It's just a punch with nothing particularly special about it, but when qi—that special force—is involved, things change.

Qi is ultimately energy.
A mysterious power capable of explosively increasing the motor capabilities of each body part.

While body reinforcement with mana merely increases physical durability, body reinforcement with qi also increases the power each part can exert.

It's much harder to learn, but ultimately more effective.

But he didn't stop there, reinforcing his body once more with mana.

A body hardened to match steel.
And simultaneously, motor abilities amplified to their limit.

The destructive power of his fist, combining all these elements...

Though it was an improvised technique, it was powerful enough to land an effective hit on his master who was fully focused on defense.

His body did experience some overload afterward, but that meant he could generate that much power with only that minor side effect.

His claim that he could end this with one hit if it connected was no empty boast.

It was his absolute confidence that he could do it.
That's why he had been able to speak so confidently.

"This is the end."

"Don't spout bullshit!!!"

Nevertheless, her body still transcended human limits.

Though her vision was impaired and her brain somewhat rattled,
She could still roughly determine her opponent's location by smell or presence.

The next action she reflexively chose was to counter the boy's attack.

In truth, she didn't have many options.
If she moved from this spot, she would brush against those wires from earlier, accelerating the poison's spread.

If that happened, she would essentially be unable to continue fighting.

It wasn't just the humans who had staked everything on this battle.
For them too, this was the final line they couldn't retreat from.

"Besides... it would look like I'm running away from mere humans if I keep backing off...!!!"

But setting everything else aside, there was another reason she chose to counter:

Simply put, she didn't like it.
That was actually the biggest reason.

She didn't want to appear as if she were running away from just two humans.

She had already lost enough face.
Out of pride, she didn't want to show any more unsightly behavior.

"Dodge... or you won't be able to show your face again...!!!"

The one fortunate thing was that her weapon was her fingernails rather than her fists.

Naturally, her outstretched arm gave her greater reach.

And naturally, with greater reach, her attack would connect first.

That was precisely what she was counting on.
To disrupt her opponent's movement, dodge the attack, and land another effective hit.

The disorientation in her brain would soon pass.

Once that happened, she could use her prized pheromones again.
This time, she would confuse the sensory organs themselves and seize victory.

That's what she thought.

...Until she realized the boy had no intention of dodging her attack.

"He's... not dodging?!"

Naturally, people prioritize their own bodies.

When something flies at your face, you reflexively close your eyes.
When the ground suddenly gives way, your hands automatically position for a safe landing.

He couldn't possibly be unaware that he would be the first to have his eye pierced if the attacks continued.

He had simply made up his mind.
Resolved to endure the pain of having his eye pierced to ensure his attack succeeded.

The kind of action only a madman would take.

"You... crazy bastard...?!!"

With this development, her options dwindled further.

Her remaining choice was... to kill the man before her with this one attack.

Kill him first, then dodge the following attack or take it while turning her head as much as possible.
This hastily revised plan began spinning in her mind.

"If you're so eager to die, just become a skewer and...?!!"

...Until a golden barrier appeared before her eyes.

"This... could it be holy power..?!"

"The healing... is complete!"

"These... crazy bastards have been working together all along...!!!"

"I told you it's the end."

"F...uuuuuuuuck!!!"

WHAM!!!
A thunderous sound that suggested facial fractures just from hearing it.

A sound that should never come from a woman's face erupted from her cheek, and she was instantly sent flying toward the distant wall.

Coincidentally, toward the area covered with countless Charlotte family special wires.

"The finishing blow is mine!"

Slash—
Slash slash—

Thud thud thud thud—
What could no longer properly be called a body fell to the floor in pieces.

She who had boasted the greatest beauty in the world ultimately met her end without preserving her beauty.
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The girl had no friends.
Perhaps it was because of her different origins from those around her.

The girl had no motivation.
Perhaps it was because no one around her was on her side, so she never received any encouragement.

The girl had no will of her own.
Perhaps it was because she had done nothing for so long that she no longer knew what she liked.

However, all living things naturally grow with time.

The girl who had nothing also gradually grew as time passed.
And so, in the girl's heart, the awareness that she had allies continued to grow.

Humans who dismissed her as a child, treated her roughly, kicked her for being unhelpful, and scolded her for being slow.

Even to the young girl, it was clear these humans were not on her side.

Her only allies were those in the same situation as her.
Those who had an aversion to humans spreading throughout their bodies.

Those six demons were the only beings the girl could call something resembling friends.

"...Ah."

Of course, she understood well enough.
That she and the others could die at any time.

Two of them had already died, and the survival of the rest couldn't be guaranteed in the current situation.

Nevertheless, she remained calm.
While she could call them comrades, she had no will to care for them.

The severe abuse she suffered during her human days... specifically when she was very young, had caused her to lose almost all will.

And that continued until this very moment.

She had no motivation to do anything.
Even killing the humans she hated so much no longer interested her.

Truly, she was the embodiment of apathy.

And so, she began to grow increasingly slothful.
Perfectly matching her strange nickname.

*THUD!*

In the end, the result came back in the worst possible way.

"...Is he really dead?"

As mentioned earlier, the other demons were somewhere between comrades and friends to her.

It was impossible for her, who was skeptical about everything and only enjoyed sleeping, to truly cherish them, but still...

If she counted the time they'd known each other, they had been through thick and thin together for easily hundreds of years.

As an aside, her mental growth was still stuck at the level of the young child she had been when she was human.

What this meant was that her mindset could change depending on her surroundings.

A characteristic of children is that they lack clear self-direction and are easily influenced by their surroundings.

She was easily influenced by her surroundings.
That's why she had worked hard for her mother, just like her other comrades.

Simply because she didn't want to disrupt the group's atmosphere.
So she at least pretended to follow them diligently.

In truth, she found everything bothersome and only reluctantly did what she was told.

And now, because of her laziness, another comrade had died.

"...This is bad."

As mentioned several times, she wasn't particularly close with her comrades.

However... despite that.
She was close enough to avenge a comrade who had died so meaninglessly.

"...I'll have to kill all of you."

Rarely, motivation began to stir within her.

A will to move more actively.
A will to annihilate her opponents.

***

Meanwhile, the revival of motivation wasn't limited to the girl alone.

Of course, they couldn't simply be happy about eliminating one enemy.
After all, from the very beginning, they had been fighting not one, but two opponents.

With one dead, the other's strength hadn't weakened, nor did their resolve appear broken.

Rather, if they were to calculate losses, they had suffered greater damage from the previous battle.

And the opponent's will began to burn once more with the death of their comrade.

It was a situation of severe disadvantage from any perspective.
But despite this, not a shadow could be found on their expressions.

Confidence and possibility.

The terrible situations that had continuously made them doubt their own judgments until now.

The confidence that they could overcome all those situations.
And the possibility that they could resolve all these issues.

All of these allowed no room for even a hint of shadow within them.

Their minds were completely filled with thoughts of how to defeat their opponent and move forward.

"...Just in case, I'm asking, but I assume you won't step aside?"

"No, I can't step aside anymore. Absolutely not."

"....."

The last chance for negotiation had failed.

The emotion clearly felt from the girl before them at a glance.
It was... not the look of a girl who had been sitting lifelessly without any motivation until just moments ago.

Hatred... anger, irritation.
All these emotions mixed together.

Very hot and intense, yet at the same time extremely cold and static.

He knew this emotion.
A quiet, yet extremely static killing intent.

The look that generally appears when one is determined to kill their opponent.

For some reason, he recalled what his master had told him a few days ago.

What was he doing then... ah, right.
It was when he had lost his one hundred and twenty-seventh consecutive match.

When he had been beaten all over without being able to do anything.

'Good eyes. Now you finally look ready to fight.'

'...What?'

'...What, was it a coincidence? It changed again so quickly?'

'No... I don't understand what you're saying...'

'What were you thinking just now? Didn't you think about killing me?'

'N-no, how could I possibly...'

'Did you or didn't you?'

'.....'

'You did, right?'

'...I might have, slightly. I'm sorry...'

'No, there's nothing to be sorry about. Just remember that.'

'...Remember what?'

'That dark look you just had in your eyes. If you ever meet someone with eyes even remotely similar to that, don't try to fight them.'

'...What?'

'Didn't you hear me? Avoid the fight. Or run away.'

'But... then what's the point of me trying to become stronger...'

'Ah... really, this. I expected it, but you're truly stubborn.'

'W-what?'

'Hey, why are you trying to become stronger? You said it was because there's someone you want to save, right?'

'Yes...'

'Right, if you become strong enough, you'll be able to save whoever it is as you wish. Whether your opponent is a duke or an emperor, if you're strong enough, anything is possible. But...'

'....?'

'That doesn't work on crazy people.'

They're not afraid.
They'll charge at you without caring about their own bodies.

If you hit them once, they'll try to hit you twice or three times in return.

Even if you're not holding a weapon, they won't care about such things.

In the most cowardly way. If necessary, they'll even call their friends.
They'll do their best to leave you half-dead by any means.

In front of such a person, do you think you can be confident in your strength?

Against a madman who only has eyes for you, regardless of what happens to their own body?

'....'

'You can't, right? That's why I'm telling you to run. Running is the answer when facing someone with such eyes. Especially in this world where your body is your asset.'

'...Then, is there no way to defeat such a person?'

'What are you talking about? Of course there is. Two ways, in fact.'

'...Which are?'

'First. No matter how crazy they are, become overwhelmingly strong enough to handle them.'

'.....'

'.....'

'...And the second? Are you not going to tell me?'

'...Honestly, this isn't a method I'd like to recommend, but well.'

The second method to use when the first isn't possible.
Clearly show your opponent that you're the crazier one.

'So in other words...'

Pretend to be crazy.
Or actually become crazy.

*Puhah-*
Laughter involuntarily burst from his lips as he continued his reminiscence.

Pretend to be crazy or become crazy?
That seemed like far too harsh advice for a master to give his disciple.

...But, nevertheless.

For some reason, those words stuck with him.
He felt that if not now, he might never get to test those words.

"Go ahead, all of you. I'll stay behind."

"...What?"

"...Wait a moment, what are you saying suddenly, Iris?"

"There's no other way anyway. Even at this moment, that ritual or whatever is probably still ongoing..."

His eyes briefly shifted once more to the girl before him.

Still with that terribly fierce gaze.
Barely suppressing another laugh that was about to burst out, he forced himself to continue the conversation.

"We can't afford to waste more time here. This is a necessary choice."

"But... no matter what, for you to face that creature alone...!"

"From what I hear, there's still one more inside. That one is probably continuing to lead the ritual."

"....!"

"So, I'd like you all to take care of that one. Until then... I'll hold out somehow."

Everyone seemed to have a lot they wanted to say, but no one opened their mouth after that.

They all knew intellectually that this wasn't right, but...
No matter how they thought about it, they all knew this was the best option in the current situation.

He said nothing more and slowly began to approach the girl before him.

"Run when I give the signal."

*Creak-*
His body, overexerted many times today.

Earnestly begging it to hold out just once more, he used what little strength he could muster to stomp the ground forcefully.

"Now!!!"

Unable to avoid his relatively large body, the girl was slammed against the wall with him.

Not long after, the sound of several footsteps passing by could be heard.

*Thud-*

...Except for one set of footsteps that stopped for some reason.
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Reckless.
That was the perfect word to describe his actions.

The difference in power between them was painfully obvious.
So obvious that not retreating seemed foolish.

When he threw a punch, she blocked it. When she struck him lightly, a blow would immediately come from an unexpected direction. Even when he tried to dodge, he couldn't keep up with her.

It was, quite literally, an overwhelming difference in strength.

This wasn't about skill or technique.
He was outmatched in basic physical abilities, reflexes, and even dynamic vision.

It could hardly be called a fight at this point.

In the exchanges that followed, he continued to be pummeled by the girl.

He managed to block a few blows, but there was only so much his inadequate physical abilities could do.

Though barely two minutes had passed since he'd sent his companions ahead, his body was already covered with all sorts of bruises.

Red and blue marks.
And lacerations here and there.

His left arm, swollen from blocking attacks, could barely be lifted anymore, and whether from the intense movement or something else, he continued to gasp for breath.

Even as he panted, he could sense it instinctively.
If this situation continued, he would inevitably become nothing more than a walking punching bag.

Fighting wasn't just about willpower.

In the end, fighting was about proving you were stronger than your opponent.

No matter how strong his will, he couldn't overcome such an overwhelming difference in physical ability.

That would be a miracle.
Something only a divine being could accomplish.

"Huff... huff..."

"It hurts, doesn't it? It should hurt. It has to hurt."

"Huuuuff..."

"I don't know how long you plan to hold out, but it's all pointless."

No matter what, you have no way to survive.
Once you've entered that place, there's no way for you to live.

The man inside... is even stronger than I am now.

No matter how much you struggle, it's useless.
Especially when your forces are divided like this.

You're just... really going to die here pathetically.

Just like that woman over there, torn to pieces.

"Even if that weren't the case... I'd make sure of it myself."

"...Are you angry? That's funny. Someone might think demons are incredibly loyal creatures."

"I wouldn't go so far as to say we're loyal, but we're still much better than you humans."

The reason you're in such a hurry now...
It's because you don't trust those humans over there, right?

You don't know exactly who we've been manipulating, where they live, or who they are.

"So... that's why you're acting so hastily? You think dragging this out would be disadvantageous, right?"

"....."

..Indeed, there wasn't a single thing wrong with what the girl said.
Whatever else, one thing remained unchanged—they didn't have much time to waste here.

"...Thank you. Thanks to you, my thoughts are clear now."

"....Huh?"

Hearing those words, his breathing became somewhat lighter, and seeing this, the girl's expression twisted once more.

Despite telling him it was pointless.
Because his footsteps advanced forward once again.

No matter how she thought about it, the girl couldn't understand.

Had humans' hobby changed to risking their lives for impossible tasks?
Or did he think her words were lies, and that's why he was putting on this bravado?

Either way, it was equally irritating.

She clenched her fist so tightly it made a cracking sound, thinking this time she would finish him for good.

Of course, he was thinking the same as he faced her.

*I was wrong to think I could just endure. Our situation isn't exactly favorable...*

Somehow, he had to defeat the girl before him.
Only then could he quickly return to his family or do whatever else was needed.

Of course, that was easier said than done.

As mentioned earlier, he was inferior to the demon before him in every way.
The difference in their physical abilities was so clear it could be called a perfect upgrade—ten out of ten, a hundred out of a hundred.

Anyone could sense his inevitable defeat.

He too knew all too well that nothing short of a miracle would allow him to defeat the demon alone.

*But... even if that's true, if I give up here now... the rest of my companions behind me...!*

"Icicle Glow."

"....?!"

CRASH!!

Ice chunks suddenly flew in from somewhere.
They separated the two, causing both to stop in their tracks simultaneously.

Click- Click-
Somehow, only the very distinct sound of heels filled the space.

"...Isabella? Why are you here..?!"

"Who would be happy if a companion stays behind alone? Especially in a fight they're bound to lose."

"Don't do anything stupid... go back right now...?!!"

"No. I'm sick of not being able to do anything anymore."

"....."

"I won't let anyone else get hurt because of my incompetence. And... if you're so worried about the others, we just need to finish this fight quickly and go, right?"

"....."

...Wrong.
Those were not the eyes of someone who would listen, no matter what was said.

He already knew that all too well.

"..Can't be helped. We'll go as quickly as possible. Keep up."

"Don't misunderstand. The mage is the core of the battle—you should be the one following me."

Isabella.
She was certainly an exceptional mage.

She had skills that would make her unmatched among her peers.

However, that didn't mean the situation would immediately turn around.
The power gap between them was still greater than they thought.

Even with a mage joining, magic would only matter if it worked.

Against someone who could catch arrows filled with Silvia's mana with her bare hands,
it was questionable how much even excellent magical skills would matter.

The only thing they had going for them... was their desperation about the current situation.

Of course, as just mentioned, desperation alone couldn't change the situation.

But that didn't mean nothing would change at all.

Fighting is about proving you're stronger than your opponent.
In the end, individual strength determines everything.

If strength only meant physical prowess, the world would surely belong to beastmen and giants.

But the world isn't like that.
The world isn't easy enough to conquer with strength alone.

Variables always arise in life, and right now, they had the variables of numerical advantage and strong will.

"...Let's go!"

"W-wait, let's talk first..!"

The world never flows exactly as everyone predicts.

It had been designed that way from the beginning.

***

Meanwhile, the rest of the group who had run ahead leaving the two behind.
Their pace was much more urgent and faster than before.

Just hearing the explosive sounds from behind gave them a rough idea of the current situation.

One wrong move and two lives could be lost meaninglessly.
That fact brought tremendous pressure upon them.

Enough to completely erase even the slight composure that had been visible on their faces until just moments ago.

"Quickly, just a little faster!"

"I'm sorry, but... I just finished fighting and ran here at full speed..."

"I'll cast a blessing on you. It won't make you faster... but it should eliminate some of your fatigue."

"..Thank you. It works well."

"We don't have time for chitchat! What are you muttering about? At this rate, the ritual or whatever will really start... huh?"

Strange darkness.
That was Charlotte's first impression of the man who came into view as she led the way.

He was holding something like a book in one hand...
And his height was... well, just estimating, he was much taller than an average person...?

*...Is he human? No, that can't be. Humans living in a place like this...?*

Though suspicious, approaching him seemed like the right choice for now.

If he turned out to be a demon, they could fight then.
If he was human or some other being... they could just get information from him.

Well, it might take some time, but meeting someone in a place like this was valuable in itself...

It didn't seem like a bad decision.
There was still some time before the other two would arrive anyway.

Once she'd made up her mind, action had to be swift.
She despised hesitant probing.

"Excuse me, who are you?"

"...follow them, and bring true peace to this land."

"...A religious person? If you're a believer, maybe you know someone over there... want to meet them? Hmm?"

"...Finally, protect me. Our Mother."

"....Oh, that's a really... suspicious line."

When she came to her senses, her fingertips were already touching the handle of her dagger.

Whatever he was chanting so earnestly for...
It definitely didn't feel normal.

*...But wait, he's not even looking at me? What exactly is he doing...?*

In front of the man, obscured by darkness.
There, a boy was floating in mid-air.

"Everything is for the primordial world."

The boy they had been searching for so desperately all this time.

The dagger that had been merely touching her fingertips was drawn like lightning.
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Time.
An infinitely vast resource.

The essence of time is a weapon more powerful than anything else.

It breaks rocks into tiny grains of sand.
Even lakes as massive as mountains eventually dry up before time.

Even beings without life eventually grow old.

They weaken, age, and fall ill.
One of the natural principles of the world.

However, my body was completely fine right now.

And that's what was driving me insane.


"You're holding out quite well. Truly, remarkable mental strength for a human."

My body remained unchanged.
I felt no hunger, no pain.

Had the scenery around me changed then?

No, not at all.
The surroundings were still the same endless black.

No wind could be felt, nor the heat of a blazing sun.

A landscape completely devoid of color.
I couldn't call such surroundings beautiful, but if asked whether it was unbearable, that wasn't entirely true either.

This moment of nothingness was preferable to extreme heat or cold.

Yet despite all these favorable conditions, I felt like I was about to lose my mind.

...How much time had passed outside?
What time was it now? What hour might it be?

Why was I here, and was there any meaning in continuing to endure like this?

In this empty black plain, there was nothing I could do.

Nothing except let various random thoughts float through my mind.

'People, death, life, revenge, death again, life, revenge, failure, life, revenge, death...'

I'd tried to recall something about two thousand times.
I'd attempted to continue that train of thought roughly forty-seven hundred times.

I realized I couldn't focus properly about five thousand times.
When thoughts wouldn't connect, I decided to just recall single words, about...

...seventy thousand times or so.

After that, no more miscellaneous thoughts came to my mind.

I simply recited whatever words came to my lips at each moment.

My only consolation was that I didn't have to worry about my throat hurting.
In this situation, if I couldn't even make sounds with my mouth, I truly...

I would have certainly collapsed within days in this unchanging place.

"Death, simultaneous, love, child, honor, magic, white, taunt, rain..."

"...This is truly amazing at this point. How on earth can you endure like this?"

Meanwhile, one person—no, one eye—watched him with admiration.

This was no empty flattery but genuine sentiment.
She was truly, sincerely admiring Jenison.

Only about a week had passed in the outside world.

However, the time axis where he currently existed was expanded dozens or hundreds of times.

In truth, it doesn't take much time to drive a person mad.

An environment neither too hot nor too cold.
A space composed of a single color.

Under these conditions, a person soon realizes that they are utterly alone in this space.

Human (人間).
A word composed of the meanings "person" and "between."

This implies that humans cannot survive without others beside them.

Typically, the period an ordinary human can endure doing nothing is about three days.

But that's only assuming they consume nothing.
In reality, many people say they could live longer if hunger wasn't an issue.

While that's not entirely false...
It only applies when there are other things to do.

The maximum period a human can truly "do nothing" is at most a day or two, even being generous.

Sleep has its limits.
Lying still and passing time has its limits too.

Moreover, Jenison couldn't do any of the activities that effectively kill time.

Feeling hunger means feeling the passage of time.
Feeling fatigue means much the same thing.

But the place where Jenison was now wasn't the real world but a virtual creation of his mental world.

What does this mean?

Unlike reality where the body deteriorates from various factors,
Only his mind was suffering.

Directly stimulating the mind is certainly no less painful than physical stimulation.

No matter how exceptional human mental strength might be, it ultimately has limits.
Even if he had transcended human limitations over those long years, with the time axis twisted to this degree, he shouldn't be able to endure...

...How? How was he holding out?
What made him so different from other humans?

"Mother" truly began to wonder about him.

It was a first.
The first time she didn't immediately think about killing a human upon seeing them.

Was it because he was a human summoned from another world?
Or was his mental strength and will particularly exceptional?

She genuinely began to wonder about these things.

To a slight degree.
Enough to feel that his consciousness, which would disappear after this ritual, was somewhat of a waste.

'But... anyway, it no longer has any meaning. Seeing how he can barely respond properly now... it seems the end of his consciousness isn't far off...'

RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE-


'...?!'

That was the moment.
Suddenly, without any warning.

The colorless space where they were began to violently shake.

"...Damn it."

Unlike Jenison, who was bewildered by the sudden change,
The being called Mother seemed to have some idea of what this phenomenon meant.

As mentioned, this place was originally a world created based on Jenison's consciousness.

The size of one person's mind is vast.
And breaking someone's mind is never an easy task.

Besides, they hadn't even begun the actions that would damage his mind.

This meant... it wasn't a problem with his mind but something else.

"...It seems we have an intruder."

It meant that Jenison's physical body outside was receiving some unknown impact.

***

Time returns to the present.
Charlotte had successfully drawn her sword without being noticed.

Her blade was positioned near the neck of the man who had been muttering incomprehensible words.

"...A trespasser has come to the holy ground with a sword."

"Holy ground my ass. Mister, I don't know what you're doing, but could you stop it? If you don't want your neck cut."

"That's impossible. All of this is Mother's wish."

"Is that so? Then..."

Die.

She swung her sword without a moment's hesitation.
Hesitating at this point would have been foolish.

However, despite her resolve, her sword proved useless.

The moment her blade touched his neck.

"...Huh?"

Her sword was suddenly blocked by a mouth that appeared from nowhere.

"...Let me ask you one thing, human."

RUMBLE-RUMBLE-
His body, which had been bent over, slowly began to rise.

Since he had been sitting and slightly hunched, she hadn't realized...

In reality, seeing him up close, he was of considerable build.

A physique that even the most impressive royal knights would struggle to match.

"Perhaps..."

His name was Talis.
The first child of the sealed god, known as Gluttony.

Unlike the others, he wasn't a demon.
Unlike his companions who had already lived out their human lives and sought new existence as demons, he was truly a devout believer serving a god as a pure human.

No matter how much Mother might be considered an evil god by human standards, she was still a deity.

A being too sacred to be served by impure creatures like demons.
This was also why his other companions, except for Talis, couldn't hear Mother's words directly.

Then, one curious point remains.

Why did he come to worship Mother, a being intent on killing all humans, including himself?

Nothing is known about this yet.

He never spoke about it himself.
And there was no child before him, the first child.

In fact, only Mother knows about his past.

No one knows his true identity.
Even if someone once did, they would have forgotten over the long years.

It had to be that way.
No, it couldn't be otherwise.

"...Do you know anything about the first king of humans?"

He personally erased everyone who knew of his existence that day.

If anyone remembered him, it would mean there was a survivor who saw him that day.

And he had no intention of forgiving that.
Even if much time had passed since then.
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A few simple exchanges.
They say that masters can roughly gauge an opponent's level just from those few exchanges.

Whether the opponent is stronger or weaker than oneself.
Whether they're at a level you can fight or not.

Charlotte hadn't yet reached the level of an extraordinary master, but she had grown through training to the point where she could roughly estimate the gap between herself and her opponent.

That single exchange just now.
With it, she instinctively sensed the difference in skill between herself and the man before her.

*Wow, there's no way I can win this.*

Her strike just now had been quite sincere.
A blow with as much power as possible, hoping to end this tiresome fight in one go if possible.

And that wasn't all.

The blade had been coated with a hastily prepared but certainly lethal poison.
And to prepare for any contingency, she had already laid wires in all the places she thought he might dodge to.

The conditions were somewhat similar to that demon.
With her family's secret poison specially applied to her weapon.

Not just now, but this had always been her fighting style.

Blocking the opponent's retreat and forcing them to choose the lesser of two evils, backing them into a corner.

And in that state, perfectly and cleanly disposing of the panicked opponent.

That was precisely the fighting style she had been trained in.
The result of the harsh, brutal training from her family.

*But I never expected he wouldn't even try to dodge.*

She wasn't sure how or where those mouths had appeared just now.
If there was no limit to where those mouths could form, that would be a serious problem in itself.

If they were strong enough to catch her blade with teeth without getting injured... their hardness was no joke.

And on top of that, if there was no limit to where they could appear...

It literally meant he was like a perfect tank with both offense and defense.

*And what if he can make those mouths appear on other people's bodies too?*

Crunch—
The sound seemed to echo vividly in her ears.

Teeth that could withstand steel blades.
If she got caught in them just once...

She would certainly lose chunks of flesh before she could even dodge.

"Um, any chance we could talk this out first?"

"The servant of the Mother should not hesitate to take life."

"Excuse me?"

"All of this is ultimately a stepping stone for that day."

"Are you not understanding me? You're clearly speaking the Imperial language..."

"All believers should cherish sacrifice and rightfully bear the weight of life."

"I don't know what you're talking about, but I guess you're not interested in talking anyway?"

...This is really bad.
Honestly, she wasn't very confident.

Though she was positioned as a vanguard among her companions, she had never once thought herself particularly exceptional at close combat.

Especially against an opponent like the one before her now.
Someone who recklessly charged in relying solely on his own body.

*The only good thing is... if I can hold out just a little longer, reinforcements will arrive..*

But could she actually hold out until then?
That thought suddenly crossed her mind.

A man who didn't look strong at all on the surface.

However, the reason she couldn't let her guard down was because of something she had heard in passing during the earlier fight.

*He definitely said this guy was much stronger than him, right?*

An aura so intense it made your body tremble just by being near it.
Those were the words of that girl who had emitted such an aura all by herself.

It made no sense in the current situation... but at the very least, it didn't seem like a lie, so she couldn't ignore it.

For someone like her who always fought with every possibility in mind, she couldn't dismiss it.

There was a possibility that the man before her was hiding his strength.
Perhaps he had no intention of fighting properly at all.

Since she couldn't know what he might do afterward, she needed to conserve her strength for now.

At least until the others who had fallen behind could join her.

"Hey... are you really sure you don't want to talk?"

"Heretics deserve death."

"Guess not. Damn it."

...Of course, whether that would be possible depended entirely on the man before her.

CLANG—!
Once again.

The sharp metallic sound echoed loudly through the space.

***

CRASH—!!!!

Once again, the sound of someone being slammed into a wall echoed.

Hearing that sound, the pace of the two people's footsteps gradually quickened.

"Hey, that sound just now...!"

"It's probably Miss Charlotte fighting."

"T-then, let's hurry a bit more...!!"

Though they weren't moving slowly, they were still far behind Charlotte's pace who had rushed ahead.

Of course, for Silvia, an elf, it wouldn't have been difficult to keep up with that speed, but...

If she did that, the person who needed protection the most in this situation would be left behind.

She had no other choice.
She could only slow her pace to match the other woman's running speed.

"P-please go ahead, Lady Silvia... I-I can... follow later... huff..."

"No, we should stay together. We don't know who might jump out at us in this situation."

"B-but... Lady Charlotte is..."

"She'll manage to hold out until we arrive somehow. Let's worry about ourselves first."

In reality, she held Charlotte in quite high regard.
Both as a hunter and as a companion in battle.

Her movements weren't as quick as those of elves, but they were quite swift.
And she was someone who wouldn't hesitate to use any means necessary to defeat her opponent.

At the very least, she wasn't someone who would die easily to mediocre enemies anywhere.

If she judged a situation to be unfavorable, she would retreat to gain an advantageous position.

There is no honor in fighting and death.
She understood that better than anyone.

*So... it's actually more reassuring to worry about this side.*

Saintess, those two simple words.
But the weight of those two words was incredibly heavy.

A woman who could punish all demons.
In other words, a woman who could gain tremendous advantage in battles against demonic creatures.

She could bestow powerful blessings on each person, and even if limbs were severed, she could restore them given enough time.

Especially in dangerous battles like this one, her abilities were indispensable.

Though she had the disadvantage of being physically weak.
But that didn't lower her priority at all.

Just being able to avoid losing one's life in a single blow was an incredible merit.

The priorities in her mind were already set.

Charlotte would probably be able to escape if needed.
But the Saintess before her didn't even have the strength to flee on her own.

Of course, in a situation like this, no one could inflict more efficient damage on enemies than her, but conversely, no one was easier to target.

Her barriers and blessings were certainly powerful.
But the enemies here could appear from anywhere at any time, and there were many of them.

If they weren't careful, she might meet a sudden death somewhere without even being able to deploy her barrier properly.

"I've been thinking... couldn't you just keep a barrier up all the time as we move? It would be safer and... well, more convenient in many ways."

"I could... but then I might not be able to heal someone if they get seriously injured later..."

"If you fall, Lady Saintess, no one will be healed at all."

"Ha... hahaha, but I can't waste holy power when there's no enemy in sight..."

"....."

Just as she was thinking how troublesome this was.
They were gradually approaching the source of the booming sounds they had been hearing.

CRASH—!!!!

Still the sound of something colliding powerfully.

As they got closer to that sound, which resembled the screams of the earth and walls, a sense of unease began to grow in their hearts.

Whether that sound was just random noise.
Or if it was the sound of someone's intense battle.

Suddenly, the image of the pink-haired girl who had been with them until recently flashed through their minds.

Finally, when the booming sound came very close...?

CRASH—!!!!!

"Kyaaaah?!!"

Something broke through the wall beside them and crashed into the opposite wall.

...Or perhaps it went through that wall too.
Though they couldn't tell what had just burst through, no one could deny it had that kind of destructive power.

In that moment, as the Saintess lost her balance while dodging, Silvia, who had been focused solely on her safety, moved to intercept.

Though she wasn't sure what had broken through the wall...
At the very least, she was ready to put an arrow between its eyes...

"....Miss Charlotte?"

"Ugh... grrrgh..."

"L-Lady Charlotte..?!"

As the dust settled, they could see Charlotte, barely able to support herself.

And she was covered in bite marks all over her body.

"More heretics, I see."

Whether fortunate or unfortunate, it was all too easy to guess who the culprit was.

Soon after, the shadow of a new man gradually appeared from where the wall had been broken.

Similarly, teeth could be found all over his body as well.
The difference was that unlike the marks on Charlotte's body, these were actual teeth protruding from his skin.

"You shall be judged..."
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Bang- Bang-
Crash-!

Walls and floors that wouldn't break no matter how hard they were struck by normal means crumbled like cookies.

Anyone who didn't know better might think some giant beast had passed through.
But surprisingly, all these marks were made by just one man.

More precisely... they were traces of attacks meant to kill one woman.

"Please... just, slow... eek?!"

"....."

An attack that could never be blocked with a slender dagger.
Realizing this, Charlotte chose to dodge once again.

As a result of her choice, another large circular mark was left on the wall.

The same situation had been repeating for a while now.
One might think it would get boring, but neither person had changed their approach.

"When someone speaks, you're supposed to... respond somehow... aren't you?! Eek!"

"....."

Crash-!!

By now, anyone could see it.
The man's attacks would never touch Charlotte's body.

The man himself must have known this better than anyone.
He was probably feeling it firsthand more than anyone else.

'Something's strange... no matter how I look at it...'

Yet despite this, the man's attacks lacked conviction.

More precisely, he showed no real intent to kill anyone.

When someone truly wants to kill another person, it shows in their attacks.

They desperately try to land their strikes.
If their attacks miss, there's always a hint of impatience mixed in.

But the man before her showed none of that.

No disappointment at missing his attacks.
No determination to make sure the next one would hit.

None of these feelings could be sensed from him.

Almost as if he had no will to fight at all.

"Hey, what's your deal? Do you actually want to fight?"

"...Go back."

"...What?"

"Mother's resurrection is already foretold. I don't want to waste energy on pointless things."

"....Huh?"

She couldn't understand.

Was this really the same man who had been trying to kill her just moments ago, calling her a heretic?

No matter how many times she rubbed her eyes and questioned the scene before her, nothing changed.

The teeth that had sprouted all over his body had disappeared completely...
Even the faint killing intent she had sensed earlier was now completely gone.

His posture was no longer proper, making him look like someone who truly had no intention to fight.

"...What's going on? Why the sudden change? What's this about?"

"...It's exactly as I said. Mother's resurrection will begin soon, so there's no need to waste energy on unnecessary things."

"...Huh, but that ritual thing is still going on just fine over there, isn't it?"

Her finger pointed at none other than Jenison's body floating in the air.

She had originally thought it would fall to the ground the moment she attacked the man... but well.
Whatever the case, his peaceful appearance remained completely undisturbed, as if nothing had happened.

..She would have continued thinking that if she hadn't heard the man's next words.

"...Does that look fine to you?"

"...Huh?"

"Those with insufficient faith like you wouldn't be able to sense it. But... at least I can clearly tell."

...That it won't be long now until Mother descends upon this land again.
Really, really... not long at all.

"....."

"...All humans will die when that time comes anyway. You included. So... regrettably, the judgment of heretics will stop here...?"

Whoosh-!
That's when it happened.

A silver thread shot out forcefully from her finger.

If the man hadn't blocked its path with his body,
that thread would certainly have pierced through Jenison's left leg as he slept peacefully.

"...What are you doing, heretic?"

"Isn't it obvious? You just said yourself that your mother is about to descend."

"....."

"Then naturally, I should try to stop it now. Don't you think?"

"...Lowly, heretic... how dare you...!!!"

"From what I can see, it seems like I shouldn't touch him... right? That seems correct since you tried to stop me when I reached toward him earlier..."

Kling-
Two sharp blades crossed each other.

The sharp metallic sound rang out instantly.

With her target decided, her next actions were crystal clear.

And with her target decided, she didn't consider the possibility of failure.

Tricks played against a much stronger opponent
would only end up choking one's own breath.

She simply swung her blade forward, literally.

Crash-!!!!

***

"And that's... how it turned out... ow ow ow..."

"...It seems you can still stand up. Fortunately."

"Fortunate? Are you worried about me?"

"Of course, who else would take the vanguard position if not you, Charlotte?"

"....Oh, that's what you meant?"

Not hiding her disappointment, she slowly rose from the rubble in the corner.

Her body was now in tatters.
But that condition lasted only for a moment.

The Saintess, who had somehow drawn close to her, completely healed her body.

True to her reputation.
The wounds that had covered her body were now completely gone without a trace.

"Owww... this really hurts. Saintess, can't you fix this stiffness too?"

"...All I can do is heal wounds. Washing away accumulated fatigue is something completely different."

"Is that so? Well, I guess it can't be helped then..."

"That means... even though Charlotte's body looks quite fine on the outside, it's certainly not the case on the inside."

"...Really? I did feel a bit stiff."

Though she spoke calmly on the surface, her expression was far from bright.

Her face looked like someone who hadn't slept for at least a day or two.
An indelible fatigue was deeply etched into her expression.

"...Don't push yourself too hard, Charlotte. Even the injuries you just had would normally require a lot of time and effort to heal. If you move your body vigorously without proper rest...!"

"Ah, I know that too. I'm not usually one to push myself, really."

..But I can't help it right now, can I?
The situation demands it. If I don't, I might die right away.

I could run away if told to... but then everyone else would die, right?

Besides, that man already seems quite excited.
There's no guarantee he won't chase after us if we try to escape.

"So, let's both endure a little hardship, okay?"

"....."

"Oh right, Saintess... I have a favor to ask...?"

"....A favor?"

"Yes."

A request that, in a way, only the Saintess could fulfill.

***

...Do you know the saying "a final blaze before death"?

It means burning one's last flame before dying.
I declare it's a word that perfectly suits how I was just moments ago.

"....."

"Pathetic fool. After enduring for so long, you crumble from just one vibration?"

It was different from before when there was no stimulus.
It was clearly different from just moments ago when nothing was changing.

The vibration that echoed throughout this entire space just now definitely originated from an impact outside, not from me.

Someone must be coming to rescue me.
It should be about time they noticed I was gone.

I wasn't sure how much time had passed outside, but just knowing someone was nearby gave me tremendous hope.

I rejoiced and rejoiced again.
I was overjoyed as if no one could stop me.

My head was filled with thoughts of seeing something other than these black backgrounds, these gloomy spaces, and instead seeing the bright scenery outside.

Rather than this body that felt no pain no matter how much I hit it,
I felt strength rising within me at the thought of returning to my original body that could touch, feel, and pick things up.

This might seem like an overreaction, but in a way, it was perfectly natural for me.

The boredom of long periods had made me pull at my own hair.
And the reality that I couldn't feel any pain despite that made me despair once more.

I had barely preserved my sanity based on my desire for revenge that I had maintained for hundreds of years, but even that was starting to reach its limit.

In the midst of all this, suddenly having hope of returning to normal—how could I not be happy?

I truly... truly believed without a doubt that I could get out of here.
I believed and believed that I could get out of here and gouge out those cursed eyes.

Exactly five minutes later.

Until I realized that no further changes had occurred since that vibration.

"It's a good thing for me... but if I had known you were this kind of person, I wouldn't have spent so much time watching over you... tsk. I just wasted my time."

"....."

They say a small ray of hope makes despair all the more intense, don't they?

I no longer had the strength to respond.
Only extreme frustration and depression remained, making my body go limp.

At this rate, I thought strongly that it wouldn't be long before I lost my sanity completely.

In the end... without even getting proper revenge.
Would I just vaguely lose my life again like this...?

-...Jenison? Can you hear me? Hello?

"......Saintess?"

In that moment.
A voice that made my completely collapsed body spring up again.

It was surely a voice close to salvation.
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"...Saintess?"

Never in my life has someone's voice sounded so pleasant to my ears.

Of course, in my current situation, I would have welcomed anyone, but...

Just knowing that she was the owner of that voice brought me considerable relief.

*At least... they didn't abandon me.*

The fact that the people I helped didn't abandon me.
The fact that this life I'm living now is definitely different from my previous reincarnations.

Various complicated emotions began to flood in all at once.

Gratitude toward the people who came to save me without even knowing where this place was.

Resentment about why they took so long.
The exhilaration of finally being able to escape this hellish place.

And lastly... the thrilling desire for revenge, to finally get back at that eyeball ghost.

As emotions I thought had long died began to slowly revive,
my worn-down mind and body also started to regain their strength.

...Come to think of it, there were several strange things I hadn't noticed until now.

Why hadn't I realized this before?

*In a place where I can't even feel pain properly, how could I possibly feel tired?*

Testing again, I clenched my fist, but there was no physical fatigue at all.

Rather, I still felt as fresh as if I'd just finished a meal.

In other words... the weakness I felt in my body until just now was all an illusion created by my brain.

I should have realized it when I heard this was a mental realm.
The body I'm moving right now is definitely not my real physical body.

In this cursed space, I should only be feeling mental fatigue, yet I kept feeling both my mind and body growing exhausted.

My head, which had been filtering nothing for so long, was screaming with dizziness.
And my body, which shouldn't have been tired at all, had somehow been gradually losing strength since then.

In other words...
This body is being influenced by my mental state to some degree.

As my nearly broken mind gradually returned, strength slowly began to flow back into my body as well.

Of course, the situation hadn't improved at all...
Nevertheless, I couldn't deny that my head felt somewhat clearer.

It seemed that my mind, which had been accumulating fatigue without sleep or food for so long, was finally able to calm down a little.

*...Really, there's hope now.*

Barely suppressing the hope boiling up inside me, I cried out as loudly as I could.

I knew this wasn't my real body...
But still, I couldn't stop myself from shouting, desperately hoping my voice would reach her.

Even though I knew there was practically no chance, I couldn't stop myself from raising my voice.

"Can you... hear me...?!"

...Even to my own ears, my voice sounded cracked and dry, like parched earth during a drought.

But this pitiful voice was the loudest I could manage right now.

Well, I suppose that's only natural.
Even though I was a bit better than before, my mind hadn't fully recovered yet.

The eyeball that had been quietly watching me from the side began to laugh mockingly at my appearance.

"Puhehehehe... Is this your last struggle? Just to face disappointment again? Kuh... kukukuku..."

"Can you... hear... me..!!"

"Of course I can hear you. But... do you think your voice will reach that woman outside? Or perhaps... that voice itself might be an illusion I created!!"

"Can you... hear..."

"No matter how much you struggle, you still can't escape from here."

The game was designed that way from the beginning.
And in this game, you're nothing but a chess piece meant to help me win.

As the eyeball distorted into a crescent-shaped grin, the dizziness in my head began to intensify.

Until just a moment ago, it was somewhat bearable...
But now, it felt like someone was directly vibrating something against my head.

Zing- ziiiing-
As the vibration that felt like it would split my head began,

I could no longer hear any voices.

"Ah... ah... urgh..!!"

"Hope only leads you down a thorny path. Any more hope will only become poison."

"Kuh... aaaack...!!!"

"You've tried hard enough. You were truly a human worth remembering, and perhaps your story will spread far and wide to future generations."

"....."

"But that's as far as it goes. Our beautiful world needs your sacrifice. So..."

Please, give that body to me.
I promise to create a world you would be satisfied with.

That path won't be easy, of course.

But look at the world.

The world is being polluted.
Beautiful nature is being destroyed, and discrimination, hatred, schemes, and evil deeds are unfolding among humans.

The world is no longer beautiful.

The blood humans have shed so far could create a new sea.
The soil they've stripped away could easily create a couple of new countries.

Humans are destroying nature.
To preserve nature, humans must disappear from the world.

The world can only be preserved if humans vanish.

"And you... will be the starting point."

"Kuheu... uuuurgh...?!!"

"So please, give your body to me to make the world peaceful..."

Woooooong-

"What...?!!"

At that moment, an enormous amount of light covered the entire world.

A light so bright that even the most oblivious person would immediately notice.

...To exaggerate a bit.
It was a light that could truly be called a sun.

***

≪A massive amount of holy power is being injected into the user's body.≫
≪The mental connection with "????" is beginning to blur.≫
≪The powers of "Gray Dragon" and "Blackie" are beginning to affect the user's mind.≫
≪Restoring the user's mind. In the process, the user's personality may not maintain control...≫

***

"Jenison...? Wake up, Jenison..!!"

No matter how much she shook him, the body before her showed no change.

It felt somewhat different from the sleeping impression she first saw...
This was more like someone whose consciousness had disappeared somewhere, rather than just being asleep.

Of course, there was a possibility that he had simply fainted... but there were no visible external injuries, and moreover, even a fainted person should gradually regain consciousness after being shaken like this.

If someone had used magic to put him to sleep,
she would have detected it when she infused holy power.

*Wh-what should I do with this...? According to Lady Charlotte... the ritual shouldn't have started yet...?*

The ritual not having started yet meant that
if she took the right measures now, she might be able to save him.

Unfortunately, however, she didn't know the detailed method for doing so.

She could list dozens, or even hundreds, of ways to treat unconscious people.

But that was only possible for patients with injuries, whether external or internal.
For patients with at least minimal injuries, small or large.

For someone whose mind was damaged through some ritual like this, she had no proper treatment available.

After all, a person's mind couldn't be healed even with holy power.

Just as pouring water into a broken pot won't fill it,
no matter how much she healed the body, it would be useless unless the mind was fully restored.

*I thought it was serious when I first saw him, but this is... too much...*

...She knew there were facts in the world that one didn't want to acknowledge.

But until now, she had never faced such a situation,
and because of that, she hadn't prepared for it, even a little.

Until now, she had treated all injuries with her holy power, which differed in quality from other church members'.

Even patients that other church members adamantly refused to treat as too dangerous.
She had always generously provided treatment within the range her hands could reach.

But despite that, this was impossible.

She didn't know what had been done to him during that short week...
but Jenison's current physical condition was far from what could be considered normal.

Not only was his body emaciated as if he hadn't been fed for the entire week, but almost all his bodily functions had nearly shut down.

She had barely managed to infuse as much holy power as possible to give his body vitality... but it was still far from enough.

If his physical state was this bad...
it was understandable that his mind wouldn't return.

...She would do her best, but in this state... there was almost no hope for the future...

".....Huh?"

..Did he just open his eyes?
How? Until just now, his vital functions were almost at a standstill...?

She moved her face closer to get a better look.

And then—BANG!
Stars sparkled before her eyes.

"Ah... uuuurgh..."

"..What's with this kid? Suddenly headbutting out of nowhere."

"Wh-what?"

"Forget it, just get out of there quickly. I have things to do right now."

"....What?"

"What are you doing? I said get out quickly, you little brat!!"

..Whatever it was, these were definitely not words that should come from someone who had just been at death's door.
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A dead person coming back to life.
That is absolutely impossible.

A person is ultimately a combination of body and soul.

It's problematic if only one of them revives.
And having both come back to life is extremely difficult.

Theoretically, it's not impossible to completely restore a body, but there is currently no known method to capture a soul and put it back into a body.

That's why people say it's impossible to bring the dead back to life.
Even if the body is intact, it doesn't mean it can move.

Any movement in that state would just be rigor mortis.
The body itself would never move with its own consciousness.

"Je...Jenison? W-wait, where are you going like that..."

"Who are you talking to... Oh right, I'm in this little body now."

"...What?"

So then, what state is Jenison in right now?

Of course, his body isn't dead.
But it's also clear that he wasn't in a condition to move around normally like this.

His body might barely be able to move if he really pushed himself, but the real issue was his mind.

He had accomplished such remarkable achievements that rumors spread even throughout the Academy.
For his body to be damaged to that extent meant he must have endured terrible torture.

Even if there had been no torture, in that physical condition, he clearly wouldn't have eaten or drunk anything for an entire week.

His mind couldn't possibly be intact through that process.
It would have been worn down, eroded, and completely broken.

Normally, it should have been impossible for him to move like that, and he shouldn't even have had the will to do so.

Yes... that should definitely be the case, right?

"..How?"

She couldn't help but doubt her own eyes.

His body was clearly in terrible shape.
His legs were as thin as reeds, and walking seemed incredibly difficult for him.

In that condition, it wouldn't be strange at all if he collapsed backward at any moment.

He might not be showing it, but...
He probably knows it better than anyone.

He must know that his current physical state can't handle this.
After all, he was the most efficient and calculating person she had ever known.

He never acts without certainty and never gets swept up in emotions.

Surely he, of all people, would know how reckless it is to join that fight in his current condition.

..But...why?
Why isn't he running away right now?

His direction was slightly off, but despite that, he continued walking without stopping.

At the end of his path was clearly the scene of an intense ongoing battle.

In other words.
If he kept trudging along like that, he might get caught up in the fight.

*I have to... stop him... huh?*

She too noticed this and quickly got up from her seat.
Unfortunately, the distance between them had already grown quite large.

She had no idea how he could have gone that far in his condition, but that wasn't what mattered to her right now.

The massive amount of holy power she had poured into his body earlier.
Because of that, her holy power was almost completely depleted.

In that state, even the strongest blessing she could cast wouldn't allow her to catch up to him in one go.

Of course, it wasn't absolutely impossible.
But still, the possibility that they would spot him before she could catch up to him was greater.

*How on earth... Is this really the body of someone who was nearly dead just moments ago?*

...It was puzzling.
Nevertheless, she decided to stop him.

The outcome was obvious if he fought in that physical condition.
No matter how strong a person is, that was an undeniable fact.

Although she had prepared herself when coming here, she still didn't want to watch someone die before her eyes.

Especially if that person was none other than someone who had helped her and the church.
In other words, someone who was practically a benefactor to her and the believers.

"Je...Jenison, w-wait just a moment...please!"

Her legs trembled, perhaps from using too much holy power at once, but she ignored it and continued running forward.

The exhaustion would only be temporary.
If she didn't stop him now, she would surely regret it later...

"...Ah geez, you're really noisy, kid."

"...Wh-what?"

"I understand what you're worried about, but what you're concerned about will never happen. Stop saying useless things and just be quiet."

"...What?!"

"I said you're being noisy!"

"......"

...Suddenly something flashed through her mind.

..Regret, maybe she wouldn't have felt it after all.

***

Let me say it again, a dead person coming back to life.

That is absolutely.
Absoooooolutely impossible.

Even with holy power, called the supreme miracle, or black magic, known as the primordial curse, it's the same.

Necromancy and true resurrection are clearly different levels.
Moving an already dead body just creates a moving corpse puppet, no longer human.

Then why is resurrection impossible?

The reason lies in the soul.

While it's possible to preserve the body completely, the invisible soul cannot be touched or held.

The soul is what creates the self.
And that self is needed to move the body with one's own will.

Since there's no way to insert or create a new soul that forms the self, resurrection truly becomes a miracle.

"Ah...really, why is it so hard to adapt to a human body? How do they live in this cramped, tiny body?"

Then, here's another curious point.
What if a self dwells in a dead body... or rather, a body in a similar state?

And what if that self isn't human.
But rather the self of an animal like a cat or dog?

Would that be considered a living human?

"No, it wouldn't."

Thud, thud- Jenison's weak steps suddenly stopped.

The three men were still fighting vigorously.

As he watched them, the corners of his mouth stretched into a grin.
Soon after, he began moving toward the battlefield again with a strange gait.

...Somehow, he looked unaccustomed to walking.

"Humans are... different. No matter what."

Just because I've entered this body doesn't mean I've truly become human.

I am a dragon.
A dragon meant to rule over all things.

A dragon that should stand above everyone.
A dragon to whom you should rightfully show respect.

A dragon who died in the past.
A being who once inspired fear in everyone.

For someone like me... to become human just because I've entered this body?

Nonsense.
Even a passing dog would laugh its head off.

I cannot live like that.

Absolutely not.

"So, let's start with a light show of force."

Kuung-

"....?!!"

"...Wh-what is this?! My l-legs are moving on their own..?"

"..What?!"

"Ah...this one really never knew how to use this great ability properly... If handled well, it could easily overpower dozens of other humans."

"Je...Jenison? Are you awake? No..but your physical condition..."

Grrrrrrrr-
Some unknown rumbling sound.

With that mysterious sound, everyone around gradually fell silent.

By now, everyone in the vicinity was kneeling toward one person.

And that was no different for a man standing far away.

..The problem was, he wasn't kneeling completely.

"...Oh, you're resisting? As expected of a brute?"

"...My knees bow only to my mother. There's even less reason to kneel to a lowly creature like you."

"....Lowly? Who?"

....Surely, not me?

Kuuuuuuuung-!!!

Step by step.
With each step he took, the surrounding air began to change.

Tsssssk- The sound of ashen footprints burning into the ground.

The places he had passed were clearly, if slightly, sunken.
And with each additional step he took, the surrounding air grew heavier.

"Kuh....hnnnngh....!!"

"...I'd understand if you were talking about humans. They are indeed lowly, inferior, and selfish creatures. Even if you're of the same kind as them, that fact doesn't change."

"Guh..nnnngh...!!!!!"

"But if that's directed at me, then it's a different story."

He finished speaking and lightly shook his wrist a couple of times.

..Looking at the power I have left, my current physical state is...
Compared to the past, about... twenty or thirty percent?

That was more than enough power to kill a few humans.

"Anyway, killing your mother isn't my job, so I can't help with that."

"You... what did you just say...!! Kuh...aaaaargh!!!!"

"But you, I can kill."

I've been itching to do this.
Watching from inside all this time.

Thinking, could I just punch you in the mouth... really anxiously.

"A man old enough to know better, using divine power just to bully a child?"

Try using that on me.
Today, I'll make you curse your mother with your own mouth.
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The ground shook with a rumbling sound, causing debris to fall like raindrops from above. Most people would have fled immediately, but these two fighters continued their battle with unwavering determination, as if retreating meant certain death.

"Get out of the way!"

"....!!"

Another massive impact echoed through the area, leaving deep marks on the wall as more debris crashed to the floor.

The force of the blow would have incapacitated an ordinary person, or at least knocked them unconscious. Yet despite landing a direct hit on her opponent, the woman's face showed no satisfaction—only unease. Her expression wasn't that of someone who had successfully attacked, but rather someone who felt a sense of despair, as if her attack had merely been allowed to land.

"I'll cast again. Cover me like before."

"No, casting is good, but maybe we should take a moment to—"

"There's no time! In front of you!!"

"Urgh?!"

Once again, he faced an attack he'd already endured multiple times, yet still couldn't completely block. It was a simple, straightforward charge—literally just the opponent ramming into him with their body—but the impact was tremendous.

His teeth clenched as his feet slid backward. The sensation was like being hit by a carriage at full speed. Normally, he could have withstood such an impact easily by reinforcing his body with mana, but strangely, the shock traveled through his entire body. He struggled not to cough up the blood pooling in his mouth.

If he hadn't felt his mana decreasing, he might have wondered if he'd forgotten to reinforce his body. The impact felt like being hit by a boulder with his bare flesh.

"Kuh...hack?!"

"...You've got good endurance."

Just endurance, nothing more.

With those words, a follow-up attack came flying. Only then could he properly see the girl before him.

*That attack was just her ramming into me with her body?!*

She had struck with her left shoulder to disrupt his balance, then immediately spun to aim a right fist at his face. It wasn't a particularly difficult technique—even street thugs could perform it if they knew how. Yet he couldn't counter it at all because the incoming fist moved too fast for him to react.

It was too late to turn his head, too late to spin away or raise his guard. There was no way to defend against this attack.

All that remained was...

"Hngh...!!"

"...Again?!"

A magical barrier expanded with a whooshing sound.

It was almost like gambling, but he believed in her—the magician behind him who had learned from the Empire's greatest mage surely wouldn't be unable to handle two spells simultaneously.

Of course, unexpected variables could always arise...

*If I overthink every little detail, there'd be few battles I could win.*

Besides, winning wasn't their objective here. This wasn't a fight meant to be won, but one meant to buy time until their companions could safely escape.

Of course, if they could somehow defeat the girl before them, that would be ideal, but...

"Hnngh...!"

"...Tch."

Another crash and boom as their attack landed.

Despite being hit by their attacks multiple times and being slammed into walls and floors repeatedly, the girl kept getting up and charging at them as if nothing had happened. He couldn't imagine how they could possibly defeat someone whose physical durability exceeded anyone he'd ever encountered.

What made it even more terrifying was that she didn't seem to be using any special techniques. In their current state, where they were barely holding on, he couldn't envision victory against an opponent who seemed completely unfazed by their attacks.

They had no choice but to endure until reinforcements arrived, though even that seemed questionable at this point.

"Are you perhaps tired?"

"Haa, no I'm not! What do you take me for...!"

"Don't let pride get in the way. I'm asking seriously."

"...If I were tired, are you suggesting I should withdraw?"

"....."

If you're tired, you retreat. Then you rest.

A simple and natural principle.

But this wasn't a situation where that was possible. There was no opportunity to rest, and their enemy wouldn't simply stand by and allow it. Knowing this, he stopped speaking and turned his attention back to the front.

"Neither of us can afford to back down from this fight. Even if we did... I doubt she would leave us alone."

"...True enough."

"I've already made my resolve, so hurry up and get back into position. We still have plenty of mana left, at least."

"...What fortunate news."

What should they do? If this situation continued, it was painfully obvious which side would be at a disadvantage. But waiting for reinforcements would take too long...

*I won't say it out loud, but the situation seems to be taking a very bad turn.*

"You've been distracted for a while now."

"....?!"

The girl's voice suddenly rang out right beside him. When had she gotten up again?

In that moment, the word "too late" flashed through his mind.

*My reaction was too slow... which direction is the attack coming from?!*

There wasn't even time to turn his head. In that split second, he tried his best to at least move his eyes to identify the direction of the attack, hoping to reinforce the area that would be hit to minimize the damage.

As his gaze shifted toward the source of the voice:

"One down."

"...Ah."

"No...don't!"

A black fist filled his vision, at a distance impossible to dodge.

*This looks bad.*

At this range, he wouldn't even have time to reinforce his body. A direct hit would at minimum incapacitate him, if not knock him unconscious. From that moment, the tide of battle would slip from his hands. Everything would fall to the magician, who wasn't even a frontline fighter.

That absolutely could not happen...!

Crack—
"....Oh."

In the instant the fist made contact with his face, he felt intuitively that his bones were breaking. He had tried to turn his head to minimize the impact, but unfortunately, the fist was much faster.

At this rate, before he could fully turn his head, the attack would hit his face directly.

If this continued, he would place too heavy a burden on her and their companions...

"Stop."

"...?!"

"...Kuhak?!"

"Iris!!"

Bang, crash!

He bounced like a skipping stone all the way to the wall. Yet the expression on his face after receiving the attack was one of complete bewilderment.

*What's going on? Why... why did she stop her attack midway?*

It had been just for a moment, but he could feel it clearly. The reason he hadn't lost consciousness was entirely because the girl had voluntarily stopped her fist just before it made direct contact with his face.

If he had taken the full impact, some facial bone would have certainly broken. With no one nearby to provide healing, even if by some rare chance he hadn't lost consciousness, he wouldn't have been able to get up and continue fighting.

*Thinking about it that way, it's truly fortunate, but... why? For what reason?*

Could it be mercy? Or was she just toying with him?

Shaking off the various speculations flashing through his mind, he struggled to his feet on trembling legs. Whether she was playing with him or showing mercy, he was certain it wasn't by her own choice.

Of course, it might have been her decision, but it definitely wasn't characteristic of someone who had been relentlessly attacking until just moments ago. There must have been another reason—something that forced her to stop her attack at that precise moment.

*Come to think of it, I think I heard another voice in the middle of it all...*

"...Isabella, how's the casting coming? Still far from completion?"

"That child is not here."

"....?"

"You're one of those in my memories, aren't you? You young ones have come quite far."

"...W-wait... you...?!"

"Don't raise your fists, boy. For now... I have no intention of cutting you down."

Reinhardt, the Duke. One of the few Sword Masters in the Empire... and now, a man who had disappeared from the Empire.

And there he stood before him, sword drawn, facing the girl he had been fighting until moments ago.
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I draw my sword.
And swing it.

Such a simple action.
No one would think it looks cool.

Swinging a sword only requires a bit of strength, and even country bumpkins from big villages engage in sword fights.

For sword swinging to look impressive, raw power is essential, but restraint is also necessary.

Disciplined movements.
Swordsmanship with clear beginning and end.

And completely understanding your opponent's moves to dominate the fight.

That was the aesthetics of swordsmanship.
That was the generally accepted logic until now.

*What on earth is this?*

The beauty of restraint.
He had lived believing only in that until now.

The aesthetics of swordsmanship lie in restrained movements.
Achieving maximum efficiency with minimal movement.

That was supposedly the ultimate beauty that swordsmanship pursued.

That's how he had been taught, and he had seen many people who had nearly reached that level.

The swordsmanship taught to the Imperial Knights was a prime example.
Their swords were all beautiful, disciplined, and powerful.

While the Imperial Knights' method couldn't be considered the absolute answer just because they were called the best in the Empire, he had at least believed it was the right approach until now.

The reason was extremely simple.
He had never seen swordsmanship that surpassed it.

A sword that restrained power might not finish an opponent in one strike, but it always led to victory.

A sword that pursued maximum efficiency.
Literally a sword meant to win battles.

He wasn't sure how swordsmen who considered the sword an honorable tool would refute this, but he somewhat agreed with that opinion.

*What exactly am I witnessing right now?*

That's why he couldn't believe the scene unfolding before his eyes.

KWAAAANG-!!!!
The surrounding terrain shattering with just a single swing.

A literally tyrannical sword.
A sword with absolutely no restraint.

Yet despite this, the man before him was completely dominating the battlefield.

Even the girl he had been fighting until just now couldn't easily overwhelm him.

That sturdy body that kept getting up no matter how many times it fell.
Those hands and feet that delivered impacts similar to being hit by a bear.

Before this man's sword, all of that meant nothing.

*So this is the man who rose to the rank of Duke solely with his sword.*

Though his own title was merely for show, as the eldest son of one of the Four Great Houses, he knew the situation well.

From the fact that the man before him wasn't originally the official heir to the duchy.

To the fact that he was a madman who completely overturned the principle of eldest son succession, which was considered natural at that time, solely with his sword skills.

Undoubtedly, no one would deny that his contribution was the greatest in making the Reinhardt family known as the House of Knights.

Of course, the Reinhardt family's power was already enormous back then.
But they weren't particularly distinguished enough to be nicknamed the House of Knights as they are now.

If not for his contributions, the Reinhardt family would never have grown enough to be counted among the Four Great Houses.

To be admired by everyone solely for one's sword.
And to naturally make those around you follow you is no easy feat.

Although he's now considered a criminal who can't be thought of honorably, his sword skills still had something that made others look up to him with admiration.

"...Who are you?"

"..So you can speak. Your manner of speech is a bit different from that guy I saw before."

"...That guy? Who?"

"....I don't think I need to tell you that. After all... I just need to kill all of you here."

"....."

The sword took position once more.
And the girl who had been facing him also slowly began to take her stance.

...The fact that the girl who had been fighting without any particular stance until now was finally taking a proper stance.

It was somewhat humiliating.
But it didn't feel unreasonable.

He had already felt how much of a monster the girl before him was, as even the two of them fighting together couldn't overwhelm her.

Rather than dwelling on that fact, he needed to focus on the monster before him who was about to start fighting seriously.

"..Come to think of it, there was someone like that."

"....."

"When we were busy working on making the vessel, there was definitely one human who exchanged power with us..."

"Shut up."

"....!"

KWAAAANG-!!!

Another thunderous sound erupted.

For mere collisions between a sword and bare flesh, the destructive pressure and sound were quite devastating.

A destructiveness visible even from a distance.
An atmosphere that clearly conveyed the intent to kill.

*There's nothing I can do if I jump in there now.*

It was humiliating, but that was reality.

He lacked confidence, and above all, he was afraid.

No matter how hellish his training had been and how resolved he was, it was still training where his life was guaranteed.

The confidence that his body wouldn't shrink back the moment he intervened in a fight of that level.
Unfortunately, he currently lacked even that sliver of confidence.

*With my current skills, I'd just get in the way if I jumped in.*

His body was already in tatters.
And he had already reached his limit in enduring the pain.

In his current physical state, it was too obvious that he'd just die meaninglessly if he intervened.

Rather than wasting time like this, the most logical choice was to somehow go help the rest of the group.

Besides, Isabella, who had been his biggest concern until just now.
From what he heard, she had already joined the director and the others over there.

In truth, their role was essentially complete now.

Now they just had to wait.
Wait until the others rescued their friend.

*I don't know why that person is here right now, but thanks to him, an opportunity has arisen.*

Tap-tap-tap-
And so, without looking back, he moved his constantly trembling legs.

Another thunderous sound erupted behind his creaking figure.

KWAAAANG-!!!!

***

"Open your mouth again, okay?"

"....."

"Why, can't open it? That's strange. Usually, when it hurts, the mouth opens on its own."

"....."

"If you keep getting hit, it'll open eventually. Just keep blocking like that. Let's see if that body is really yours."

BANG- BANG-
CRACK-!

Everyone present instinctively closed their mouths at the chilling sound.

Fear, the primal emotion and instinct most deeply ingrained in the human mind.

Just witnessing the scene before them was enough to evoke that emotion in everyone present.

"Hey, why so quiet, huh?"

KWAAAANG-!!!
The man's body slammed into the wall once more.

The expressions of the two women who had been struggling against him until just now were particularly noteworthy.

"...What is that? Why is he so strong?"

"..It makes us who came to rescue look rather insignificant."

The man wasn't weak by any means.
The women who had directly experienced his power knew this better than anyone.

Combat sense, reaction speed, strength, and basic speed.

In all these aspects, he far surpassed ordinary knights.
And the sharp teeth covering his entire body further reduced the chances of successful attacks.

No matter how much they swung daggers or shot arrows, they couldn't penetrate those sharp teeth.

Yet despite this, the man's attacks connected regardless of how he moved his body.

For them, it was a situation that could only feel unfair.
Or perhaps, anyone in the world would find such an opponent unfair.

From what they had tested earlier, those teeth had a hardness that couldn't be penetrated by ordinary swords.

They easily blocked even Silvia's mana arrows infused with her full power.
And they effortlessly neutralized Charlotte's various throwing weapons, including her poison.

As ordinary humans, they couldn't shake the feeling that they were facing a shield covered in spikes.

An enemy whose body itself was a weapon.
And despite that, his physical abilities were by no means poor.

"..Honestly, I didn't think we could win. I just thought we'd hold out until the Saintess wakes him up."

Of course, they had a rough solution in mind.

Namely, to keep attacking regardless of how much their bodies got hurt.

No matter how many teeth he had, if two people attacked simultaneously, there was a chance.
Perhaps, among the many attacks they unleashed, one might land effectively.

But the reason they didn't do that was because this wasn't a fight they had to win, but one they could win just by holding out.

If they recklessly gambled and got hurt without any gain, that would be the worst situation.

The moment one person became incapacitated.
The formation would immediately break, and they would eventually be overwhelmed.

One person alone could never stop that monster.
It was a feat possible only because of these two who had grown tremendously in the past week.

"...But I never expected things to turn out like this."

Even with her broad perspective, this was completely unexpected.

In this situation, not only had an unexpected force been added.
But to be able to execute the strategy they had only thought about with such a withered body.

CRACK- CRACK- CRACK-!
Despite his hands starting to break, he didn't hesitate to keep throwing punches, looking like a warrior possessed by madness.

But the surprising thing was that the tide of battle had completely turned.

Mere punches.
Simple punches that seemed like they wouldn't have any effect on teeth that deflected swords.

Yet the relentless attacks he unleashed all connected.
Conversely, his body, despite delivering the attacks, wasn't getting properly wounded by the sharp teeth.

Whatever he had done... the air around them had grown heavy, and the man could only allow the attacks without being able to move.

What followed was a scene of overwhelming strength, madness, and violence.

BANG- BANG- BANG-
The continuous sound of something being hammered.

And the cracking sound of bones breaking in sync.

It was a scene so horrific that others watching couldn't help but feel intimidated.

"...What's going on here, everyone?"

That's when the director joined them.
With Isabella, who was somehow slumped at her side.

She couldn't hide her surprise at the scene before her.

It was so different from what she had expected.

It made her past self, who had hurried for the safety of the other students, seem foolish.

"...Student Jenison? You don't look to be in good condition..."

"....Ah, it's you? Wait a bit. This will be over soon...what?!"

CRACK-
CRACK-

At that moment, his neck began to creak in an eerily unnatural way.

Almost simultaneously, his body was thrown aside.
By the grip of the man who had been pinned beneath him all along.

But what truly shocked them came next.

"...Ah, you have arrived... at last...!!"

The man who had been fighting to the death just moments ago.
Was now kneeling, looking in the direction where he had thrown Jenison.

And not long after, Jenison, who had been lying on the ground, slowly began to rise.

One thing was certain... after he got up, the weight of the air, which had felt somewhat stifling, returned to normal.

And... his presence became incomparably stronger than before.

"Mother..!"
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"...What the hell is this?!"

Once again, an empty dark space.
She knew exactly where this was.

It was the mental world of that rude human she'd been in just moments ago, a place that had become quite familiar to her.

There was no way she could mistake this place, especially since she'd been anxiously fretting here until just now.

Above all, the sensation she felt now was nothing like what one would feel in reality.

Everything had definitely been real just moments ago.
The feeling of the floor and walls, even the stinging pain in her fist—all of it.

It had been a while since she'd felt the sensation of fighting someone, and that feeling remained vivid even now.

...She found herself yearning to experience that feeling again if only she could.

If the original owner of the body had been someone other than that kid,
she would have already thought of some way to regain control.

That's how stimulating the sensations of a living body were to her, who was nothing more than a remnant of the past.

*...Of course, I never intended to completely take over the body, but being interrupted like this is rather annoying.*

...What exactly is going on here?
Why did I enter that kid's body... and where is that kid now?

The feeling that things were taking a strange turn suddenly flashed through her mind.

Those eyes she had felt until just now.
The fact that she couldn't sense any trace of them now was extremely unsettling.

*That kid was so obsessive... there's no way they would give up just because of a little holy power being injected...*

"S-sister..."

"...Oh right. You're here, little one?"

A small child suddenly caught her eye.

Having witnessed everything alongside her, this kid was practically her roommate at this point.

She'd heard it was a spirit, but honestly,
that didn't really feel real to her.

*Anyway, this one must have seen everything. Including where that kid is now.*

Though not visible at the moment, that kid must be somewhere here.

Probably... along with that strange eye-thing called "mother."

Otherwise, there's no way they would both disappear simultaneously like this.
And there's no way that god who had been sealed away for so long would give up on the kid so easily.

Surely, some strange trick had been played.

Somehow, both of their consciousnesses had moved somewhere together.
That's why her own consciousness, which had been suppressed until now, was able to surface.

*...Wait, if I've returned here again like this?*

..That means one of them has regained consciousness.
And pushed out her relatively weaker consciousness to take over the body.

Even for a dragon, the presence of a consciousness that died long ago couldn't be that strong.

Though she had divine help,
the very fact that she could enter a human body like this was proof that this wasn't a normal situation.

Human vessels have limits.

The moment something much larger than the vessel's capacity is placed inside,
the contents either overflow or the vessel's structure breaks completely.

That's why most people cannot contain the consciousness of beings beyond human.

Perhaps that was the very reason why this child had been tormented for so long.

If nothing else, there's no better way to make a human grow than through suffering.

Torment them again and again and again.
Eventually, the limits of their consciousness vessel might increase as well.

Of course, this was only theoretically possible, so no one had ever attempted such madness before...

*...Who knows, if there had been no hope to begin with, that god wouldn't have even considered entering a mere human body.*

This being had waited for hundreds of years.
Most likely, it had already prepared several methods to deal with variables.

An extremely unsettling thought began to cross her mind.

Right now, she had been... expelled from that body.
Unless the kid had simply fainted again, someone else must be controlling that body now.

*Then... who is currently in possession of the body?*

She would soon get an answer to that question.

..Or rather,
she would be able to see it.

"S-sisteeer..."

"...Little one, I'm a bit busy right now, so could you please be quiet...?"

The real world she had been watching through the kid's eyes all this time.

There, several humans were lying collapsed, bleeding profusely for some reason.

Except for one.
A female magician who, even to her eyes, possessed quite impressive skills.

***

"....Where am I?"

When I opened my eyes again, unlike just before, my surroundings were covered in an extremely bright white.

Unlike moments ago when I couldn't see even an inch in front of me,
now I couldn't even tell if there was a floor or not in this pure white background.

It didn't take me long to realize that this scenery wasn't much different from that place.

I don't know exactly what happened to me, but to say I had escaped from that thing's grasp...

Even the place I was in now showed no trace of people or even a single blade of grass.

*...Where is that thing?*

There was only one reason I could think of for why I had come to this unknown place.

That thing.
That self-proclaimed god with the appearance of an eye-ghost.

Because of it, there was a high possibility that I had been brought to this place.

Since that space I thought I was familiar with was also artificially created by that being...
I don't know exactly what happened, but at least in this situation, suspecting that thing seemed most reasonable.

But despite that, the reason I couldn't dismiss my suspicions was because nowhere around me could I see any being resembling it.

I said it earlier, right?
Not even a single blade of grass was visible.

When I couldn't see any trace of it anywhere around me, the next method I chose was, predictably, to walk straight ahead.

..Well, honestly, I didn't think it would be particularly meaningful.
But since the location had changed, I should at least properly understand the structure of this place.

*...Will there be walls this time? If this is a limited space... I might be able to find some way out.*

However, as expected, I soon gave up walking.

No matter how much I walked, there wasn't even a hint of anything appearing, let alone traces of people.

Moreover, not even anything resembling a wall appeared.
Strangely, except for the color, this place was no different from where I had been just moments ago.

To the extent that I wondered if there was even a need to move me here.

*...Then why? Why did that thing move me here?*

What meaning could this place have for it?
And where is the being that moved me here now?

"....?"

At that moment, a round bubble floated in front of me.

..Why a bubble suddenly?
No, more than that... there were clearly no holes in the floor... where did it come from?

But it was still too early to have such questions.

"...What is this?"

Colors began to gradually infuse into the bubble before my eyes.
The bubble, which had been transparent until just now, had now become a completely white sphere, still floating in front of me.

..I don't know what meaning this has, but since it's a suspicious object that suddenly appeared, I tried poking it and touching it in various ways.

However, despite that, the bubble-like thing didn't burst.
Instead, it pleasantly wrapped around my fingers and hands, tickling them.

...Why, and who sent something like this?
Such thoughts suddenly crossed my mind.

If someone was trying to convey a message, there should be a hint here somewhere, but it didn't seem like that...

It didn't seem like it was sent to attack me either.
Still, no matter how many times I poked it, there was only this lone sphere with no change.

"...What is this thing? What am I supposed to do with it..."

"Obviously, it's to make you completely despair."

".....?!!!"

A voice suddenly began to flow from all around simultaneously.
That voice was... unfortunately, all too familiar and repulsive to me.

"...Where are you right now?"

"Now that you've regained some of your senses, you're trying to kill me again? How... heartless. Even though we've been together for what feels like a week, even if the actual time spent together wasn't that long."

"I asked where you are...!!"

"Do you have time to ask such things? It seems like what you're killing right now is certainly not me."

"....What?"

With a sound like a TV turning on, the white sphere that had been floating in front of me began to display a scene.

...As if it were broadcasting that place in real-time.

"...Huh?"

There, someone was standing with great difficulty, with others collapsed around them.

And... the person standing alone with difficulty also bore the appearance of someone I knew.

"....Chairman?"
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Mother.

The moment that word was heard, everyone around rushed toward Jenison at once.

Of course, they knew nothing. They didn't know what ritual was being performed using Jenison as a vessel, or why Jenison specifically had been chosen as the sacrifice for the ritual.

And... what the word "mother" meant right now.

They truly knew nothing about it.

Yet despite this, the reason they could all rush toward him with one mind and one purpose was because of an instinctive fear that flashed through their minds.

Why such anxiety suddenly passed through all their minds simultaneously?
Even they, the very people experiencing it, couldn't really explain why.

It was truly, quite literally, an instinctive movement.

Like how your eyes automatically close when something suddenly appears before you.
Or how your leg shoots upward when your knee is tapped, even without consciously applying force.

Their movements were based purely on animal instinct.

*Dangerous, dangerous, dangerous, dangerous!*

*I don't know what it is... but shoot first, think later!*

*Goddess, if you're watching us, please take pity...!!*

An arrow filled with mana flew in from the right.
Invisible silver threads, clearly carrying a terrible energy, approached from the left.

As they flew, golden energy—highly concentrated holy power—began to infuse them.

And around Jenison... no, the being that should now be called Mother, there was no cover to shield against all these attacks.

Not only were difficult-to-dodge attacks coming from all directions,
but Charlotte's wires had already been sharply positioned all around.

A situation perfectly described by the phrase "surrounded on all sides."

No matter where it dodged, the attacks would hit.
And faced with these attacks, its response was completely unexpected.

"...Ah."

"...?!!!"

A voice too clean and clear to possibly be Jenison's... or any human's.

It showed no intention of dodging the attacks.

Just one word.
Facing attacks clearly meant to kill it, without showing the slightest movement.

It uttered exactly one word.

KWAAAAAAANG-!!!!!

But the aftermath was far from insignificant.
First, Silvia's arrow passed by it.

"..What?"

"Passed by" meant exactly that—the arrow flew in a strange trajectory as if it had a will of its own.

There wasn't even a breeze, so she hadn't needed to calculate wind direction until now.

At this crucial moment, it was impossible that she had shot the arrow incorrectly.

And yet, the arrow curved.

In a completely different direction from her intended target.

The surrounding walls began to crumble without a trace from the arrow's impact.
And as mentioned earlier, it hadn't moved a single step from its position.

"..That's impossible. I clearly... didn't do anything?"

"What are you saying..?! If it didn't hit, quickly shoot the next arr—wh-what?!"

Charlotte's wires, which had been moving with enough force to strike down a flying bird, were the same.

Her wire trajectories strangely curved.
Creating exactly enough space for one person.

They struck the floor right beside it.

KAAAAAAK-!!!
With each sweep of the wires, the surrounding floor and walls were sliced away.

She had used these wires thousands—no, tens of thousands of times in the past week.

Her hands weren't slipping.
There was no reason she'd suddenly lose control now.

It was almost as if... the attacks were deliberately avoiding him.

"What is this..?! Why aren't they moving as I want them to?!"

"I told you... something's wrong..!"

"W-wait, now isn't the time for us to fight among ourselves..!! Something... I don't know what it is, but it feels really bad..!"

"We know that much, Saintess?! But somehow all our attacks have become as useless as flying insects...!!"

"...Of course they have. You inferior humans."

"...Huh."

The weapons they had been handling perfectly until now.
But which now refused to move as they wanted.

Shortly after their moment of confusion, everyone present collapsed with a thud.

Fortunately, they didn't lose consciousness, but...
in that situation, not a single person could stand up again.

As if they had encountered something awe-inspiring, everyone's legs simply wouldn't move properly.

It felt exactly like what people call "weak knees."
They were certainly tense, but not to the degree that should have made their legs give out.

Just from hearing that voice up close, everyone's legs had completely given out.

"....Huh?"

"This feels good. Very good. I don't know how long it's been since I could feel the world directly with my own body."

"..N-no, why is my body...huh?"

"The world truly is beautiful. Don't you think?"

This world is worth preserving.
It's very, very special among the things we've created.

That's why... it needs to be protected even more.

"I can't let ants devour a cake that was so difficult to make."

The atmosphere around them became chillingly heavy.

A pressure unlike the brutal violence from earlier spread widely around them.

Before long, consciousness began to fade first from the Saintess, who had the weakest body.

She was already physically drained from the previous battle.
In terms of time... they had been up for nearly a full day.

In such a state, with their strength continuing to drain... it was only natural that consciousness would fade.

But it paid no more attention to them, who could no longer resist.

*Not yet... it's not time yet.*

Using them... I can give the vessel even greater despair.
Then, the possibility of losing control of this body again will be infinitely small.

And as time passes... gradually taking over consciousness, then finally true resurrection will...

"...Ah, Mother. Have you finally... returned?"

"....?"

A man approached without making a sound.
None other than Talis, who had been enthusiastically getting beaten just moments ago.

The man known as Gluttony.

"..Yes, you've suffered greatly for a long time."

"For Mother, this much hardship doesn't even count as suffering..."

"I appreciate the sentiment. Thanks to you, I'll have to move the plan forward a bit."

"...The plan?"

"....."

To erase humans from this world today.

The first ones to be erased will probably be...
the Empire people closest to this place.

"If it is Mother's will... I shall follow."

"Good... what about the other children?"

"...Regrettably... almost all..."

"..I see. Then prepare yourself right now and open the passage...?!"

KWAAAANG-!!

That was the moment.
Something pierced through its cheek.

What appeared to be a mana construct flew at incredible speed, leaving a small wound on its cheek.

"...How?"

Even for her, who had been able to avoid all attacks until now, this was quite surprising.

She had roughly anticipated an attack coming...
but never thought it could actually wound her.

Besides, she hadn't particularly wanted to dodge, but in her current physical state, avoiding that attack would have been impossible anyway.

Knowing but unable to dodge.
That description perfectly matched the attack.

The number of humans capable of such precise magic was limited.
And among those present here... there was only one.

"...You were the director, correct?"

"....."

"Yes... my body was feeling stiff anyway... you're the perfect opponent to start with."

To begin the catastrophe of humans disappearing from this world.

***

Again.
Again, just like before.

Once more.

"Not a chance."

..One more time, until it works.

"It won't work."

...Keep going until it does.

"I told you it wouldn't work, didn't I?"

KWAAAAAAANG-!!!

All of them, every single one, veering off in different directions as if possessed.

..What just happened?
Even she couldn't easily explain the phenomenon.

A magician is someone who loves to explore everything in this world.

Difficult-to-understand phenomena are research material for them.
And for many magicians, that research is their very purpose in life.

The more incomprehensible elements there are, the more motivated they become.

Among such people, she had prided herself on being far superior to other magicians.

Her magical skills were beyond question.
And she had never faltered before difficult problems, always solving them perfectly.

Not only that.

She had recorded countless achievements incomparable to others her age, and whenever the topic of the Empire's strongest magician came up, her name was always mentioned.

Even if she were exiled from the Empire right now, she could live anywhere.
Other countries would compete to welcome her, and she had saved enough money to live comfortably for the rest of her life.

In such a position, she felt entitled to have pride, if not arrogance.

The typical ignorant arrogance of magicians.
The time when the world seemed to bend to her will, when the world seemed laughable.

That period had been quite long for her.

Perhaps it was still continuing even now.

But all that arrogance was useless now.

In all the learning and knowledge she had acquired.

For a person to survive dozens of spells...
literally without opening their mouth or doing anything at all.

It was impossible.

It would be impossible no matter what methods were used.
Especially when facing someone like herself, who prided herself on being the greatest magician.

"...Is this the end, human?"

"..You don't seem to be human either."

She had a feeling that she might not return from this place.
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[8th Circle Magic, Ice Tree's Laurel Leaf]

[8th Circle Magic, Earth Mother's Spear Blade]

[9th Circle Magic, Black Hole]

Spells so rare and powerful that ordinary people might not see them even once in a lifetime...

Who would believe that all these spells were being cast against a single person?

Most people would laugh it off as nonsense. After all, the spells just mentioned are high-tier magic that only those who have reached the 8th circle or beyond can use—magic powerful enough to obliterate an entire city.

Most would dismiss such claims as the ravings of a madman. Efficiency-minded mages wouldn't waste such powerful spells, typically reserved for warfare, on a single target.

*But this situation is far from ordinary.*

Indeed, this was no ordinary situation.

An ordinary situation includes variables that might commonly occur.

But by any measure, the current situation couldn't possibly be considered ordinary.

A god dwelling within a mere human? How could such an absurd fact be considered ordinary?

*I never believed in gods before... but this...*

It was an undeniably incredible sight.

A mere human—a boy not even twenty years old—standing unmoved against spells that were the dream of mages worldwide, spells capable of easily destroying several villages at once.

And those spells... passing by him of their own accord despite no countermeasures being taken?

This would be impossible without some elaborate setup. Yet remarkably, it was happening right before their eyes.

"No matter how much mana you pour into it, whatever magic you use, it's useless against me, human."

"....."

"I helped create this world, after all. Mana itself is merely one of this world's byproducts."

"....."

"No matter how you try to attack me, it's pointless. A master may kill his dog, but a dog should never bite its master."

...Was he saying he had set up some mechanism? Something that prevented the world itself from attacking him?

As absurd as it sounded, there was no other explanation for what was happening.

Even she couldn't control many of these spells once cast.

Due to their inability to distinguish between friend and foe, she had placed special protective spells on the fallen students...

But if the opponent could act like this, such powerful spells became utterly useless.

In fact, with allies collapsed nearby as they were now... they might be even less effective than basic 3rd circle spells.

In short, they were terribly inefficient.

That wouldn't matter if she were merely showing off her skills, but unfortunately, this was a wartime situation where every ounce of power needed to be conserved.

Moreover, it was a war they absolutely had to win.

Her decision was made quickly.
Soon, the magic circles that had been drawn at her feet began to disappear one by one.

The change was so noticeable that even "Mother" tilted her head curiously.

"You're stopping?"

"...Who are you?"

"Now you ask my identity? After attacking me so viciously just moments ago?"

"...When an unknown person causes my students to lose consciousness, I believe that's a natural response."

"Is that so? Well, perhaps that is the natural duty of an educator."

But you must not attack me. That would be crossing a line.

"The only reason I'm keeping you alive now is simply because I feel talkative after awakening after so long. I want you to understand that it's not because I don't want to kill you."

"....."

...Such words spoken to one's face would normally be humiliating.
Yet she managed to remain calm and assess the situation without responding to the taunting.

Two people had awakened.
No one was injured from the aftermath...

If she could just buy more time...

"...What happened to student Jenison's consciousness?"

It was somewhat humiliating, but she knew her own capabilities well.

Facing that being now was... impossible.
At the very least, the Reinhardt Duke behind her and the rest of the students would all need to wake up before they'd have any chance.

Moreover, she couldn't ignore the man standing beside it.

In this situation where she couldn't control magic freely...
If that man, who seemed much stronger than those they'd just defeated, joined in...

Nothing could be more terrifying for a mage.

While defense might still be possible, a fight doesn't end until you can attack.

No matter how much mana she possessed, if she couldn't control her magic properly, she couldn't defeat her opponent...

*In the end, I'd just be delaying death.*

She didn't think the situation was hopeless.
However... if things continued this way, they wouldn't achieve the best outcome.

Frankly, she could flee right now without issue, but that would endanger the lives of the remaining students.

Even if she could escape with everyone...
They would inevitably have to abandon their main objective for coming here.

Judging by appearances, his body had already been substantially taken over.

Trying to take him in that state would be like... not valuing one's life. Or rather, it would require about a hundred spare lives.

Needless to say... she didn't know how to multiply lives.

*No matter how I look at it, we don't have a winning chance. Should I just take the students and escape now?*

...That would give us better odds.
Just as she was continuing this thought, something unusual caught her eye.

*...What's that?*

....Thread?
No, wire?

Thread so thin and fine it was barely visible.

Such a thing couldn't be here by coincidence...
Someone nearby must be controlling it.

And in her memory, only one person present had that capability.

*...Charlotte, have you regained consciousness?*

...Unlike other families, Charlotte came from a house genuinely skilled in combat.

Her quick recovery of consciousness was surely aided by her training disguised as practical experience.

*But in a situation like this, I'm not sure if that will help...*

"...Jenison?"

"....Ah."

At that moment, hearing a voice from behind, she instinctively turned her head.

Sure enough, the voice belonged to Isabella.
The girl who had seemed to be struggling earlier and had switched places with Duke Reinhardt.

*...She recovered her mana faster than expected and rejoined us. If nothing's wrong, Iris should be coming behind her...*

...While increasing their forces was welcome, having more people wasn't necessarily good.

More children meant more people she needed to protect.

If they were struggling against just one demon, these reinforcements might be more hindrance than help at this moment.

...Well, it was quite impressive that they could face demons at their age.

Unfortunately, this was a battlefield.
No one's circumstances would be given special consideration.

*Perhaps I should send her back to bring Duke Reinhardt. By now, his mana should have recovered considerably...*

"Jenison..!!"

"...W-wait?!"

But she hadn't anticipated this.

The reason she could tell that what was moving now wasn't really Jenison was because of her exceptional intuition.

That inexplicable sense of discomfort was certainly part of it, but...
The main reason was undoubtedly her superior intuition.

Ordinary people don't typically suspect that another consciousness might be inhabiting someone's body.

Even if someone acts strangely, as long as it's physically the same person, people don't question it.

That was the perspective of ordinary people.
To her, it was an incomprehensible common sense.

*Could she really not have noticed?*

Isabella's body moved forward fluidly, faster than expected—perhaps she had used magic.

Shadowless casting.
It was good that she could freely use what she'd been taught, but at a time like this...!

*If I'd known this would happen, I should have told her to recover her mana after bringing her here...!*

"Student Isabella, stop!!"

"Y-yes? Why..."

She managed to halt her body urgently.
But the being's head was already turned toward the student in front of it rather than herself.

Of course, being noticed right now wouldn't necessarily cause immediate problems.

But even that increased the number of options available to the creature.

For instance... taking a conscious person hostage.

"Too late."

"....!"

"No...!"

The moment she sensed it was about to move, the wires that had been subtly hiding and moving minimally suddenly revealed themselves.

Though not perfect, they formed a reasonably complete trap.

To leave this trap, one would inevitably brush against the wires, becoming poisoned with a toxin potent enough to knock out grown men with a single touch.

...It might damage Jenison's body too, but they had the Saintess here, and more importantly, she had the antidote safely tucked away.

They could use the antidote after everything returned to normal without much issue.

Finally, Charlotte's wires began to move fiercely.
They moved as swiftly as a lion targeting a deer, fast enough to choke the opponent in one go.

*No one in my family has ever dodged this with their eyes alone...!*

Until now, attacks had strangely curved away, preventing any solid hits, but there had been exactly one moment when the creature was wounded.

Earlier, when the headmistress first confronted it.
Though it only grazed the cheek, that attack had definitely left a clear wound.

There was much to consider... but the most likely explanation was visibility.

Attacks not within its field of vision could harm it.
That was the most plausible theory and method of attack in the current situation.

*...While there's also the premise of unrecognized attacks, this is still the most likely possibility.*

Her wires moved cleanly once more.

At a speed most people couldn't track with their eyes.
Moreover, its head wasn't even looking at the wires, so it was certainly too late to track them visually.

So... if the hypothesis was correct, these wires would definitely wound it...!

"....Huh?"

"..Such petty tricks, mere creatures trying to touch the body of a god."

...There was no chance.
Once again, the wires curved away.

Yet its head remained perfectly still.

It hadn't turned its head anywhere.

It just stared blankly ahead, which instilled even greater fear in those watching.

"..You humans are always like this. Somehow, you scurry about like cockroaches, seeking ways to survive."

"...Kugh!"

There was no point in hiding anymore.
From now on, only a battle of wills remained between it and them.

Charlotte, who realized this faster than anyone, immediately sought someone who could help her.

"Headmistress!! I'll wake the others up!!!"

"...Understood."

She would wake the others.
In other words, she was asking to be protected while she reinforced their numbers.

Because of this, several layers of mana barriers surrounded her.

That thickness would surely keep her safe even if a siege weapon charged at her...?

"Arrogantly, not even knowing that this is hubris."

"....Damn it, everyone get away!!!"

KWAAAANG-!!!!
An explosion occurred the moment the barriers formed.

The massive shock of the explosion sent her tumbling backward, and as soon as she got up, her first concern was for her companions' safety.

*They couldn't have prepared properly... surely they haven't died from this...?!*

But contrary to her expectations.
The other two were perfectly fine.

Both the still-unconscious Saintess and Silvia, who seemed to have regained consciousness, were intact.

Spherical barriers identical to the one that had surrounded her were now protecting them.

*...Placing such barriers around all three of us means... could it be?*

No... it couldn't be.
Trying to reassure herself, she turned her head further.

Placing such barriers around three people meant consuming a lot of mana.

The explosion just now was by no means of moderate power.
If she had placed barriers capable of withstanding such impact on three people...

..What about herself now?
Had she used a barrier for herself?

While she knew the headmistress had monstrous mana reserves, she couldn't help feeling anxious.

She had already used a lot of mana just getting here.
And she had been casting those brilliant spells until just now, increasing her consumption even more.

In such a situation, it was natural to be worried.

Even if the subject was a great mage renowned for her vast mana reserves.

*No... if the headmistress falls now...!*

We'll lose a valuable asset for facing that thing here!

Urgently, she quickly cleared away all the surrounding smoke.

After dispersing the massive amount of acrid smoke, she hastily looked around.

Fortunately, she found her not far from where the explosion had occurred.

Contrary to her concerns, she looked quite intact.
...It seemed that having Isabella beside her had been a significant help.

*...Since Isabella couldn't possibly have blocked that explosion, did she transfer mana to create a new barrier?*

"..Student Charlotte, is everyone on your side safe?"

"....Yes, fortunately, no one seems to be injured."

..The only flaw was that the Saintess hadn't woken up yet.
But apart from that, the situation wasn't so bad.

I don't know for sure, but... that explosion must have taken considerable effort to create...

At least until its strength recovered, there was a high probability that such a major attack wouldn't come again.

*..Of course, this is all my speculation, but still, such attacks shouldn't come consecutively under normal circumstances...?*

"The inferior... have always been best swept away all at once."

"....No way."

..Isn't that too much?
Before she could even utter those words, the precursors had already begun to appear.

A black sphere that appeared from nowhere.
And immediately, its size began to shrink.

The shrinking wasn't cause for relief.

Traditionally, when something large becomes smaller, it gains proportional power.

Of course, there was no guarantee that the small sphere was the cause of the explosion...

But at least, seeing the black lightning crackling around the sphere.
Everyone had the dangerous intuition that this sphere would show the same destructive power as before.

"W-wait, no matter what, that's too much...?!"

"...Student Isabella, how much mana do you have left?"

"N-not much! I already used almost all the mana I gathered with that last one...!"

"..Damn, how do we block that..."

The crackling sound of the black lightning grew louder with each passing moment.

Whatever it was, it seemed clear they couldn't leave it alone.
If necessary... someone would have to physically contain it to stop it...!

Slash-

"....?!"

"...Oh?"

At that moment, the sphere split in two.
Precisely cut by a single silver line.

Almost simultaneously, everyone's eyes turned to Charlotte, but she too looked puzzled and returned their gazes.

"...What's happening now?"

Along with a very familiar voice, the sound of a heavy sword dragging across the floor began to echo.

It came from the passage behind them, the same one the headmistress and Isabella had emerged from.

"...Duke Reinhardt."

"....."

A massive sword.
In that moment, his appearance was truly that of a massive sword itself.

"Iris?"

"Everyone's safe."

Ironically, those who should have been most questioning about his appearance were more interested in the figure who came with him.

"You're safe?"

"You're safe, I see."

"..Yes, I'm safe. Though I'm not sure how helpful I'll be."

"What's this..? Why so uncharacteristically dejected?"

"..More importantly, what's the situation? Why is the Saintess collapsed?"

"Ah, about that... there are circumstances..."

"...Jenison?"

"....?"

For a brief moment, forgetting they were in battle, they exchanged casual conversation.
In that fleeting moment, the gazes of two people who seemed unlikely to chat crossed in midair.

"...No, that's not Jenison. Who are you?"

"....Ah, this body's father... was it?"

"....."

Shing-
The sword that had been quietly sheathed revealed itself to the world once more.
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A sword can cut through anything black.
No matter how strong a person is, they die all the same when cut by a blade.

That's probably a thought all swordsmen would agree with, which is why they never draw their swords carelessly.

Their swords are both extremely useful tools and dangerous weapons.
This fact is something even children who've never handled a sword would know.

But those who have wielded a sword understand this truth more deeply, and the more they understand, the more cautious they become about drawing their blades.

Taking someone's life...
They instinctively know what a heavy burden it is.

There was only one way to lighten that invisible, intangible burden.

To take countless lives.
To make the weight of each life feel infinitely lighter.

Of course, that's only possible in theory. In reality, killing that many people is nearly impossible.

At most, executioners might qualify...
But none of them truly enjoy killing for its own sake.

For them, killing is a job, not a thrill.

They don't need to contemplate the weight of life.
Such things are unnecessary considerations.

Their actions are entirely the empire's business, and the karma of their deeds falls on the superiors who ordered the executions.

They have someone to whom they can comfortably shift responsibility.

"...Are you an executioner too?"

"...Do I look like I'd do such lowly work?"

"Well, I didn't think so."

From what little I've observed, I dare say the man before me isn't someone who would shift responsibility to others.

An incredibly steadfast man.
Like a massive mountain range.

I can't deny that our past deal changed him to this extent, but that fact doesn't diminish the effort he's made since then.

His swordsmanship has clearly grown.
The fact that our energy is barely detectable means his skills have improved to the point where he no longer needs to rely on it.

And that was already proven by the fact that he could now challenge me as an equal.

"...Well, you're still a pathetic human regardless."

"....Kuhuk?!"

"Your determination is impressive, but that's not enough to catch up to me."

The difference between species.
That's just how it is.

The proof was that his sword hadn't cut my skin even once.

I don't know how good that sword is...
But to cut my skin, one would need mana comparable to a dragon's.

Despite appearances, I rank among the top one or two among my comrades.

Unless it was made with such high-purity mana,
It would be impossible to inflict any real damage on me.

"Meanwhile, you're human. A human with physical limits."

"....."

"You might not be breathing hard now, but eventually you'll tire out. Especially if you keep this up for long."

"....."

"...And, this is just my guess."

She finished speaking and slightly extended her hand forward.

It wasn't within striking distance at all.
Her arm wasn't that long to begin with, and the two were quite far apart.

That's why he let his guard down, and consequently, the grip on his sword loosened slightly.

Forgetting, if only momentarily, what a grave sin it is for a swordsman to relax his hold on his sword.

THUD-!

"...Kuhuk?!"

"..As I thought, our contract still remains."

"Kuh..huk..?!"

His large body collapsed where he stood.

Fortunately, he didn't fall completely as he used his sword as a cane,
but the very premise of using a sword as a cane cracked his pride.

"...What are you doing?"

"What do you think? The contract terms. Have you forgotten them after all this time?"

".....Kuh, huk!!"

The contract.
In a way, it was the biggest reason why he, who wasn't the eldest son, could claim the position of family head.

He wasn't the heir to the Reinhardt family from the beginning.
Due to some incident, he inherited the position of successor.

The so-called 'Reinhardt Heir Assassination Incident.'

A second son who coveted his incompetent brother's position.
And a demon who proposed a deal, offering power to that second son.

What happened between them was easy enough to guess.

"You cannot harm us, and you cannot interfere with whatever we do."

"Keuheuk...ugh..!!"

"I thought you'd be grateful for helping you eliminate a useless bastard... but seeing you here means that wasn't the case? Coming all this way to interfere..."

"...What are you talking about?"

Creeeeak-
In the middle of their conversation, his body finally managed to stand up.

Very, very slowly, using his sword as a cane.
Like an old man struggling to his feet.

His body trembled so pitifully that onlookers would feel sorry for him, but the girl standing before him gaped in disbelief, as if the very fact that he could stand in this situation was absurd.

"...What? How did you stand up? Doesn't it hurt?"

"..Pain... is nothing to me now."

"....Really? It doesn't look that way."

..Your reactions have slowed down?
You've barely managed to stand up.

"With a body in that state, you still plan to fight me like before?"

...Are you joking?

"There's a limit to underestimating me."

"....?!!"

KWAAAAAAANG-!!!!

A tremendous roar erupted.
Simultaneously, Duke Reinhardt's body bent like a massive bow.

"Kuh....huk?!"

KAGAGAGAGAK-

Fortunately, using his sword as support this time, he somehow avoided being slammed into the wall.

But even considering that, he had allowed too much.
Especially since it was a direct hit to his abdomen, which could easily impair movement.

The fist of someone incredibly tough had struck his abdomen where all vital organs were gathered... the impact was beyond words.

By now, his expression was so contorted that even standing still seemed difficult.

Seeing his expression, the girl slowly approached again.

"So, why oppose us? You don't seem to have forgotten the contract terms."

"Huh...huh.."

"...Now I'm really curious. Why did you come here?"

"....."

"You don't seem stupid, so why come to a place like this? It's not like you have multiple lives."

"....."

Though his pride was cracking at the girl's indifferent words,
unfortunately, there was nothing he could do in his current physical state.

Back then, when he was training alone with his sword.
A small child who came to the family garden and spoke to him.

The deal he made had just one simple clause.

I'll give you power, so become our servant.

At that time, he was so desperate for power that he had no choice but to accept without thinking, but as time passed, he couldn't help but resent his past self.

What he needed was power.
Not to live as someone's possession.

From then on, he became obsessed with strength.

Strong power.
Even stronger power.

For the sake of protecting his family.
He couldn't be subordinate to others.

What kind of method had he used to protect his family?

At the very least, he had no choice but to grow strong enough to resist when they came back.

"..So, I swung my sword again. Over and over..over and over."

"....What are you suddenly saying? By yourself."

"That old man's expertise helped too. I never thought at my age I'd still have flaws in my movements. I'm grateful for that."

"..Has the pain driven you mad? Why are you muttering to yourself....?!"

Slash-
As soon as she stepped forward, a single sword strike cut through the air.

Instinctively, she raised her arm to block the strike.
Shortly after, she beheld her strangely empty wrist.

"....Huh?"

"...Indeed, cutting like this seems to put more power into it."

"..What did you do?"

"That's none of your business. The result won't change anyway."

..With the result being your death.

".....!"

For some reason, a chill ran down the girl's spine as she moved a step faster.

She wasn't sure why..
But she felt that if she didn't kill him right now, something terrible would happen.

It was quite humiliating to feel this way about a mere aging human, but now wasn't the time to worry about such things.

What threatened her now was nothing but her instinct as a living being.
It was an action based on the instinct to preserve her life as a living creature.

Without a moment's hesitation or shame, she extended her remaining fingertips toward his throat.

Slash-

Once again, she lost a wrist.
Just like before, with a single sword strike.

".....Ah."

"You can be proud. You made me abandon the swordsmanship I've swung tens of millions of times over those long years."

The movement he was showing now was completely different from before.
It was as if he had become an entirely different person.

Swordsmanship honed through years of family training.
And through that process, all unnecessary elements filtered out with the advice of an eccentric companion.

Swordsmanship that went beyond completion to near perfection.

If until now he had insisted on his old movements out of pride in the Reinhardt family, now he had chosen movements based solely on practicality and efficiency.

How much power could be put into the sword's tip.
How quickly and how strongly it could be swung.

Swordsmanship aimed only at that.

It was on a completely different level from his previous swordsmanship, which had become mediocre in trying to balance style and power.

The fact that he was strong even without properly applying force meant that
if he did apply force properly, he could become stronger than anyone.

Its power was on a different dimension from the sword he had been wielding until just now.

"This is swordsmanship vouched for by that crazy old man. I can easily cut down the likes of you... If I couldn't, I would have cut down that old man instead."

"Keu...eueueueuk...?!!"

"I'd like to hear more from you, but.."

He paused mid-sentence and glanced behind him.

A coldly dismembered body, separated into pieces, yet still beautiful in death.
He could immediately recognize that it was one of his objectives for coming here.

"If I continue like this, I might lose the reason I came here, so let me end this quickly."

"You dare...a mere human...!!!"

Slash-

Three sword strikes in total.
That was the number of times the Duke swung his sword before Sloth fell.
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"...So, the Duke rushed me here in the middle of everything. I guess he couldn't come here quickly because his body was badly injured."

"I don't think that person would agree just because someone asked nicely."

"I told him I'd share some of Iris's assets. Whatever his reasons, he'll need money later for whatever he plans to do."

"Ah... well, if that's the case..."

"...Ugh."

"Oh, Saintess. You're awake?"

"...I'm, I'm sorry! How long was I unconscious? The situation... are there any injured—urk?!"

"Now, now... let's calm down a bit first, Saintess?"

"Uh... urk?!"

"Would you like some of this? Instead of popcorn."

"Phew.... What?!"

"Oh, don't you like this? It's quite a famous snack in our family."

"N-no, what are you talking about..."

"What am I talking about?"

This isn't our time to step in.
And the timing to intervene... well, it doesn't seem to be now either.

KWAAAAAAANG-!!!!
BANG- KWADUDUDUK- KWAAAANG-!! PUEOEOEOENG-!!!!

At that moment, an explosion so loud it instantly changed the dumbfounded Saintess's expression.

Her head turned to the right in an instant.
Almost simultaneously, holy power flowed from her body, forming a protective barrier.

It was one of the life-preserving instincts where holy power moves on its own to protect the user when it senses a threat to their life.

To think such a barrier would form from just one loud noise.
For a moment, the Saintess felt it was wasteful.

"Uh... no, why... why is this happening now...?"

"Wow... this is nice, my hair doesn't even flutter."

"N-no, what... what are we doing here? Huh?"

Despite explosions going off all around, Charlotte remained incredibly calm.

However, what she found most difficult to understand was that she wasn't the only one with such an attitude.

Isabella, Silvia, and even Iris who had joined them at some point—all of them.
They all maintained the same nonchalant attitude as Charlotte had just moments ago.

Why? Why on earth?

While she was briefly unconscious...
Did everyone get injured somewhere?

She couldn't understand it at all.
They already had mountains of things to do, so why did everyone seem so relaxed?

Surprisingly, the answer to that question came soon enough.

The thick smoke that had risen from the recent explosion.
As it cleared, the scene before her eyes became much clearer.

"....Jenison? And... Director?"

"And there's one more person over there."

".....D-Duke Reinhardt?!"

"See? So charge up your energy now. If you're feeling okay, eat this too."

The timing of their collapse.
That's when we need to step in again.





***





Sword and magic.
Two of the means of struggle for people across the world, including the Empire.

Among the many ways of fighting in the world, these two most famous ones are extremely difficult to mesh together on a battlefield.

The distance of a sword is at most three steps, or thereabouts.
But the range of magic, if one has the skill to back it up, can target an opponent from anywhere.

Of course, the more skill one has, the more powerful the magic becomes.

In other words, the area affected by magic can include allied swordsmen as well.

Skilled magicians are careful to prevent such things from happening.
But even so, it's not easy for these two fighting styles to coordinate when they have to constantly be aware of each other's attacks.

Magicians must track swordsmen, and swordsmen must understand magicians' movements, adjusting in real-time.

It sounds easy in words...
But it's absolutely impossible for people who haven't practiced together extensively.

Especially for those who aren't used to fighting together.

"One more step back."

"You adjust accordingly. I can withstand the remaining aftereffects."

"...If you say so."

Needless to say, these two weren't the type to fight alongside others.

Fighting with someone else was actually worse than fighting alone.
Rather than being efficient, they had to be mindful of the other person, often leading to unsatisfactory conclusions.

From the beginning, not many people could keep up with these two's tempo.

When others might cut down one enemy.
These two would have already dealt with ten to twenty.

That's how significant the gap was between these two and ordinary people.

Naturally, it would be nearly impossible for anyone of average skill to join their combined attack.


However, for those at their level, it certainly wasn't impossible.
The problem was that they needed to control their power very carefully to avoid entangling each other while fighting...

"Back up, I'm making a big swing."

"Just swing, it'll be blocked midway. One step to the left."

Giving only the necessary instructions.
And attacks powerful enough that they showed no concern about their ally getting caught in them.

All of this made one wonder if they were truly fighting together.

..A coordinated attack requires synchronization.
But this... this seemed less like coordination and more like...

*It seems more like they're just ordering each other around.*

It definitely felt closer to commanding the other to move to a more convenient position rather than coordinating.

Yet, despite this, what was most surprising was that...
Strangely enough, these messy combined attacks seemed to be working quite well.

Or at least, that's how it appeared.

*They've been hit that many times, but they're not showing any signs of pain... nothing at all.*

It was as if... rather than being hit by attacks...
They were literally just allowing themselves to be hit...?

The attacks these two were unleashing could easily destroy a village or two if properly directed.

Yet, despite taking such attacks head-on, they made no sound?

And... amid all this, they weren't counterattacking at all?

Something only someone with ulterior motives would do.
Somehow, even this situation began to feel artificial.

*Come to think of it, where's that man who was next to it earlier...? Where is he now...?*

"...Time's up, insects."

""....?!!"

At that moment, an incredible shockwave tore through the air along with Jenison's voice.

Spreading outward in a circle.
Like ripples on a water's surface.

"Kuk..?!"

"Suddenly... what is this?!"

The two people who had been close by began to slowly be pushed back by the shockwave that was like a gust of wind.

Almost simultaneously, all impurities in the surrounding area vanished completely.

Including the smoke from the sword strikes and magic just moments ago.
All traces of battle, including the broken walls and debris—everything.

Literally, everything disappeared without leaving a single trace.

In the now flattened landscape around them,
Only one boy stood firmly in the center.

"..Thank you. Thanks to you not using your full power, this body could be completed."

If you hadn't worried about bystanders getting involved.
No, if you had just attacked with your full power... the result might have been different.

But in the end, you wasted the only chance you had to kill me.

"I was just able to absorb all my final pieces."

The boy's mouth stretched into a grin, tearing to a point that shouldn't be possible.

Whether by coincidence or not... it somehow reminded one of the man who had been fighting the students just moments ago.





***





When you think about it, it was simple.
Gluttony, how he had been able to survive for hundreds of years in a human body.

Interfering with time is the realm of gods.
It's impossible even with magic or black magic.

Even for a former god, it's absolutely impossible without being able to properly exercise divine powers.

That's why she used a trick.
A trick to ensure her apostle would live on for a long time without dying.

It was none other than implanting parts of her own body necessary for her resurrection into him.

A god's body residing in a human body was theoretically possible...
Conversely, if it was theoretically possible, it could be achieved in reality.

She finally succeeded in creating an apostle with her body implanted, and gave him the greatest power so other children would follow him.

When she would resurrect someday.
She also made several preparations to retrieve that power.

At the time, she wondered if all this was really necessary... but looking back now, it wasn't a bad decision.

The ritual was slightly delayed, but.
Everything went according to plan.

Finally, her resurrection had become a reality.

"...At last, I can drive those disgusting parasites from this world."

The consciousness of the original body's owner had long been forgotten in her mind.

He couldn't do anything in his current state anyway.
By now, he's probably completely broken, wandering somewhere in the mental realm.

There was no time to waste on someone who showed no more will.

She still had far too much to do here.

"...First, the Empire."

Cleaning up trash is always endless.





***





Rumble—
An ominous dark sky.

It was the sky of the Empire that people suddenly saw.

Until just moments ago, the sky had surely been clear.
Yet despite this, all they could see now was a dark sky.

...Or rather... more like purple...? Something closer to that feeling.

Purple clouds.
People began to grow anxious at the sight of a sky color they had never seen before.

People always become uneasy when confronted with something they cannot understand.

This time was no different.
They beheld a scene incomprehensible to their common sense.

Naturally, they couldn't help but feel anxious.

And it wasn't just the common folk who felt this unease.

Having a high rank or title doesn't make you immune to a sword's cut.
The nobles, not much different from commoners, shared similar anxieties.

Even those from families known as knight houses were no exception.

"Young la—no, Family Head. I'm sorry... my tongue slipped."

"No, it's fine when it's just the two of us, Ella. More importantly... what's the matter? Coming so suddenly."

"...Well, the sky looks strange. All the other maids are anxious too."

"....."

House Reinhardt, known as a knight family.
Not everyone who worked there was a knight.

They weren't extraordinary enough to remain calm after witnessing a sight they had never seen before in their lives.

They were simply ordinary people.
Or mostly slaves sold into service to support their families.

Ella, standing before her now, was one of those.

The difference was that she hadn't been sold—she had come voluntarily.

She had simply entered service as a maid to earn money.
She wasn't hired for any special qualities.

"If you have something to say, say it, Ella."

"....."

After hesitating briefly, her lips slowly began to open.

The way her introduction trembled suggested
it was difficult for her to speak carelessly.

Waiting patiently, she eventually began to continue her story.

"..Will the young master be alright?"

"....."

"With the sky like this, and he still hasn't returned... and he doesn't seem to be at the Academy either.."

"....."

"He'll be alright... won't he?"

"....."

Even as his sister, Aria couldn't easily speak about that.

In a situation like this, hasty hope could become poison.
It would probably be best not to say anything uncertain from the start.

..But she couldn't help feeling anxious as well.

After all, it was a matter of life and death.
He wasn't someone who would be easily defeated, but he had disappeared from the Academy, supposedly the safest place in the Empire...

That meant the kidnappers weren't just mediocre fighters, and that his safety was in serious danger.

She couldn't help but worry.
Even though he was someone who could take care of himself... he was still her brother.

She had already made inquiries through various channels... but none had provided any useful information.

She had even contacted House Charlotte, but.
They too, like her family, couldn't provide any different information.

*If Charlotte doesn't know anything either... this really wasn't planned by mediocre people. And... somehow the Empire's political situation has been strange lately too.*

..How should I put it.
Strangely, signs of war seem to be increasing throughout the Empire?

Commoner uprisings have been an issue for a while, but.
Those were truly limited to the territories themselves.

There had never been such organized movements nationwide as now.

Unless all commoners in the world united and agreed on a common opinion.
...No, without the capital to sustain so many gathered people.

The current movements should have been impossible from the premise.

Because of this, she couldn't focus on her brother's disappearance despite it being a pressing matter.

If, and this was just a hypothetical, if internal strife actually broke out.
The places that would suffer the most damage would be the Four Great Houses, including House Reinhardt.

As the head of House Reinhardt, she had no choice but to prepare for that.

For the territory residents who trusted and followed her.
And for the other houses under House Reinhardt.

She simply couldn't focus all her attention on that matter.

*I have no choice but... to do what I can right now.*

"..Miss?"

"...He'll be fine. My brother."

Always, every time.
He came back that way.

This time would be the same.
With that same expressionless face as always.

"So... let's focus on our work. If you're really worried... Ella, how about saying a prayer?"

"..P-prayer?"

"Honestly, as a magician, I don't particularly believe in religion... but at times like this, it might not be a bad idea."

If we don't pray at times like this.
What will people believe in to endure later?

Religion was created to support people standing at the edge of a cliff with nothing else to hold onto.

"....."

"Want to join me?"

"...Yes."

Their hands came together in prayer position over their chests.

There are no set rules for prayer, but.
That was the only gesture they knew to show respect to the gods.

*Please, may the young master return safely..*

*..May my brother return safely.*
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In her life, how many times had she encountered beings stronger than herself?
This thought suddenly crossed the mind of the Director... or rather, the woman known as the Grand Magician.

*Perhaps... only two or three people? Creatures? That's about all I've seen in my lifetime.*

Magicians are prideful.
No, more than prideful—they're downright lofty.

They know many things and can use magic, while simultaneously being incredibly arrogant and disrespectful.

This isn't just a personal opinion, but an extremely subjective one.
In other words, most magicians tend to have terrible personalities.

In reality, most of them hate losing more than death itself.

They refuse to acknowledge when someone is better than them.
And if someone has something they don't, they'll do anything to steal it.

Of course, she prided herself on being different from those arrogant types, but if asked whether her pride was high or not... well.

If someone were to actually ask her this question, she would answer:
"It's only natural that I'm exceptional, but what does that have to do with my pride?"

While it's true she was exceptional, anyone who had studied under her even once would certainly say:
"Getting her approval seems harder than plucking a sleeping dragon's nose hair and surviving."

Crack-!
*I only blocked one attack, but the barrier is already cracking?!*

Grand Magician, Director of the Academy.
Being acknowledged as strong by someone with such titles was no easy feat.

And gaining the upper hand in a fight against her was even more difficult.

Yet surprisingly, right now.
She was fully acknowledging her opponent and fighting with everything she had.

She was facing Jenison, whose body was now covered in mouths, just like that man from earlier.

"It's been so long since I've used this power that I'm having trouble adjusting."

"Kuhuk...!"

"Quite cute, isn't it? Its name is Hati, the name of this power. It's also the protagonist from the legend of the wolf that tries to devour the moon."

"Wait, on the right side... guk?!"

"It's too precious a power to be limited to my saint alone. The human body can't even demonstrate a fraction of a fraction of its true capabilities."

A relentless barrage of teeth.
Though solid and powerful, it was a simple attack that could be blocked if you knew where it was coming from. The problem was that these teeth could appear anywhere.

Literally, it felt like teeth could appear anywhere within sight.

If she concentrated her barrier on one side.
A new attack would come from the completely opposite direction.

From their position, even if they wanted to block, they simply couldn't do it properly.

Moreover, as the battle continued, more and more minor wounds began to accumulate on their bodies.
If this situation continued, it was all too clear who would be at a disadvantage.

They couldn't stay like this.

Somehow, they needed to create a variable that could turn this situation around.

*We need someone else... to draw attention...*

...There were some who could.
But whether they could effectively draw attention...

Given their young age, they might not know how to handle a life-or-death situation.

No matter how hellish their training had been, practice and reality were fundamentally different.

When faced with a matter directly linked to life and death... well.
Honestly, how many kids that age wouldn't be nervous...?

Woong-
"...?!"

Crack-
Just as another minor wound was about to form from an attack she failed to block.

A warm, golden energy in the form of a barrier began to envelop them.

...This was unmistakably holy power.
And in this place, the person who could emit such energy was...?

"Here, the Saintess has awakened, Director!"

"...Wait, who's announcing that so loudly?!"

"Cha-Charlotte! I-I clearly asked you to buy just a little time...?!"

"Oh come on, they would have detected the holy power anyway, so it's better to just announce it like this!"

"Both of you, stop joking around. The attacks will be directed at us now too, shouldn't we prepare?"

"My mana has... recovered somewhat, but I'm not sure if it's enough for a definitive attack..."

"...My, what foolish children, really."

...Who could talk so casually in enemy territory?
Even seasoned soldiers would be tense and stiff in this situation.

Yet, these children showed no signs of such tension.

..Whether they were being stupid.
Or confident, was unclear.

*...Well, at least now I know.*

That her earlier concerns had been unnecessary.

Come to think of it... they wouldn't have followed into enemy territory without being prepared to risk their lives.

Even children understand what death means.
The fact that they followed despite this meant they all valued that child greatly.

It meant they owed that child a great debt, enough to endure hellish training to follow.

Though she wasn't sure what that debt was...
At least it didn't seem like it would negatively impact the current situation.

"...With friends like those, you should try using your dragon too, Jenison."

Who knows.
Perhaps a human capable of defeating a god might be born.





***





Humans are vermin.
No, they're even worse than vermin.

Humans kill their own kind.
Humans destroy nature.
Humans don't know how to be grateful and are unmatched in their arrogance.

If asked why humans must be killed, she could immediately provide dozens of reasons.

Her resentment toward humans wasn't formed overnight.

It was righteous anger from a god who helped create the world.
And from someone who had lived among humans firsthand.

Nevertheless, she had tried every possible way to accept humans to the absolute limits of her emotions.

Humans must have had their reasons.
Surely, they had circumstances that drove them to such actions.

For quite a long time—for a period unimaginable to ordinary humans—she had tried to console herself with such flowery words, but despite this, humans remained ignorant and detestable.

They foolishly disregard the invisible punishment of the gods.
Yet they react so sharply to the invisible daggers of gossip and fabrication spread by word of mouth.

They no longer look up to the gods.
They only believe in and live alongside other humans.

They wage war against humans, spill human blood, and gather in their ugliness to produce more garbage.

Thus, they gradually stain this world.
Far from contributing to the creation of this world, they're mere toy parts created by the gods.

They probably would never stop.
That's right. A running horse doesn't stop on its own.

Even with a cherished toy, sometimes you need to boldly discard it and buy a new one when it breaks.

She failed before...
But this time, she would not fail.

If she had thought she would fail, she wouldn't have even considered breaking the seal and reviving in the first place.

*So... get out of my way...!!*

Crack-
Crunch-!

Countless teeth appeared in the air, biting at everything around as if shadows had grown mouths.

Teeth so hard they could chew through not just ordinary steel but even the buildings of the Imperial Palace, said to be the hardest in the empire.

However, these teeth were completely blocked by a blue-tinted barrier, as if it were the most natural thing.

...With a hint of holy power.
It seemed that the inadequate Saintess had awakened.

But even with holy power added, it was nonsensical that she, a god, couldn't break through a mere barrier created by humans.

Divine power could be somewhat countered by holy power, but...
Even so, it shouldn't be a force that could be blocked by a mere barrier... how?

*The ability to block these teeth... means they're not ordinary human magicians...*

...Could such forces casually leave the empire and come all the way here?

Even if that were possible, why would such humans come here?
...Surely, they didn't come all this way just to save this one human?

*...Come to think of it, both the Saintess and the one called Duke earlier... they must be of uncommon status?*

Why, for what reason.
Why did such people follow into such a dangerous place?

*Moreover... the others are quite troublesome too.*

A prime example, though not causing significant damage... was the magician who had been continuously casting spells from behind.

It seemed they were receiving mobility support from their companions to minimize mana consumption...

The expression of extreme embarrassment while being carried, as if it couldn't be helped, was truly a masterpiece.

*..Though leaving them be probably wouldn't cause any issues.*

No matter how ineffective the attacks, the opponent was a magician.
The type of person most likely to create variables anytime, anywhere.

Their magical skills were not to be continuously underestimated, and even the sole weakness of magicians—defense—seemed to have been somewhat compensated for...

...In a way, they might be more troublesome than the human right in front of her who was desperately blocking her attacks.

*Plus... those two who keep providing support while hiding somewhere.*

An archer and another who had been using those strange wires.
Their support, which came swiftly whenever she took her eyes off them, was not to be taken lightly.

The wire was coated with deadly poison that could kill instantly with just a graze, and the elemental mana in those arrows was also concerning...

If her body had been in normal condition...
No, if there had just been no issues, she could have repelled all of them.

Unfortunately, she still hadn't fully adapted to this body.

Moreover, the saint's body she had just absorbed.
She still hadn't fully integrated it into this body.

*If my power were intact, you would have been reduced to dust long ago... stop acting so impudent before me...!!!*

Crunch- Crunch- Crunch-
Crackle-!!

As if reflecting her mood, the number of teeth began to increase, and accordingly, people's responses became more burdensome as time passed.

It became increasingly difficult to block.
In contrast, the attacks became more numerous and faster.

In this situation, only Duke Reinhardt and the Director could somehow repel the attacks.

Except for those two, everyone's expressions grew darker.

Teeth suddenly appearing here and there.
Literally, they had no way to deal with it except to rely on pure physical ability and reaction speed.

They were helplessly subjected to attacks without being able to do much else.

*Now it's really not long...! The time when I can erase all humans from this world...?!*

"...Kuhuk?!"

It was at that moment.
Her breathing, which had been flowing smoothly, suddenly stopped.

No matter how long it had been since she lived in a human body, she wasn't foolish enough to forget how to breathe.

..Then the only possibility left was.
That this body was still rejecting her.

*Insolent one... a mere remnant of consciousness, what more can you do.*

Until then, she hadn't thought much of it.
After all, a soul that had essentially lost its body completely couldn't do anything more.

Even if it was the original owner of the body, since that soul had been overlaid... this body was no longer anyone's.

Literally, it had become a vessel that could contain anything.
Even if that something was a god, it could contain it.

*..I'll have to forcibly subdue this body first. If I turn off all sensory nerves, it doesn't matter if one or two parts don't function properly.*

Having restored her breathing to normal, she.
Focused everything on suppressing the body's rejection.

She didn't even notice the blue spear that appeared before her eyes, blurring.

≪The user's@#$@!?... body is in an abnormal state.≫
≪Hurry..!@$*%... the souls must be suppressed... original, personality...?@!#$?≫
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...I was trapped again.
Just like before, helplessly.

When I realized this fact...
Surprisingly, I did nothing.

There wasn't much I could do in this empty space.

...No, I should say there was nothing I could do.

I couldn't do anything.
Even though the object of my revenge was right there in front of me.

Once I realized this, I didn't want to do anything.
To put it simply...I became helpless, that's the right way to describe it.

I still couldn't do anything, despite him being right in front of me.

"....."

...A terrible sense of powerlessness.
And simultaneously, a deep feeling of defeat.

Am I really unable to do anything by myself...?

Against that guy...
The one who ruined my life.

The one who took everything from me... am I not even capable of proper revenge?
No... can't I even land a single punch on him?

"...If that's the case, what am I even living for..."

...A profound sense of disillusionment with life suddenly consumed my entire body.

But that feeling lasted only for a moment.

"Beep!"

"....?"

Something suddenly popped out from inside my body.
At first glance, it was something pitch-black like coal, making strange noises while circling around me.

"Beep, beep beep!"

"....What is this?"

...Is it him?
No, it's too small for that...

"...Besides, it just came out of my body... there's no way he would be inside me."

Someone who hates humans.
He wouldn't voluntarily enter a human body.

...Then what is this?
Why did it come out of my body?

"..Judging by the beeping, it seems like it can't talk... huh?"

At that moment, the status window that had been quiet until now suddenly appeared in front of me again.

It hadn't shown up when I called for it earlier.
The fact that it suddenly appeared now meant there must be something significant about this.

≪"Ashen Dragon of Destruction" is being eliminated.≫
≪"Blackie" appears before you momentarily.≫

"....What?"

...What is this all about now?
Everything else aside... what's this about elimination all of a sudden?

I knew exactly who these names referred to.

..Blackie clearly meant this thing in front of me.
And as for the Ashen Dragon, as far as I knew, there was only one person it could be.

"No, why suddenly..?! Why is he suddenly being eliminated..?"

"Beep, beep beep!"

"...Ah, no..wait. And you, why are you..?!"

Before I could even process my confusion, my wrist was grabbed and I was dragged along by that small black slime.

In front of my eyes, I could still clearly see the text on the floating status window that hadn't disappeared.

≪Synchronization rate between user and "???"...89% total≫

..Whatever the reason it was dragging me.
It seemed to be telling me we needed to hurry.





***





It's impossible for a human body to contain a god.
People have always said that.

To begin with, possession isn't something that can be done easily, nor is it a right given to just anyone.

Even the Saintess herself, the human closest to the goddess, had only seen the goddess's face directly that one time.

Other than that, she had only occasionally heard the goddess's voice.
Not once had she ever directly faced the goddess.

Of course, she knew.
What would happen if gods could freely manifest in the world.

From that point on, humans would stop working and begin worshipping only the gods, and the gods, not wanting to see their world ruined, subsequently agreed among themselves to refrain from descending to this land.

In fact, the humans who could witness the return of a god with their own eyes.
Perhaps they might be the only ones throughout past and future who were present in this place right now.

"But...no, absolutely not!!"

If she hadn't known at all, it would be different.
But now she knew just how much of a threat this god was to humans.

That's why she couldn't just stand by and watch.

She couldn't allow the world to be destroyed by a god's personal feelings.
She had already seen too much of the world's beauty.

"O Goddess... bestow bread and wine upon your children..."

Soon it was torn into pieces according to the number of people.
Everyone wore happy and comfortable expressions.

As soon as the incantation ended, an immense density of divine power surrounded everyone present.

This was slightly different from the protective barrier she had been using until now.
While the barrier was simply a shield, this was more like a solid sphere.

When a shield breaks, the attack immediately follows through, but even if the surface of a solid sphere cracks a little, the inside remains safe.

Of course, it requires a considerable amount of divine power to make this possible.
But at the very least, she judged that now was not the time to conserve strength.

"The Creator made the world and His children created heaven and earth to make it abundant..."

The sun and moon illuminate the sky, mountains and rivers fill the plains.
His children roamed the world and prospered freely.

With that, her incantation continued.

This time, a large magic circle began to spread out with her at the center.

"...Huh? What's this, my wounds...?"

"...The fatigue seems to be washing away, and my strength... is gradually recovering."

"Mana..my mana too!"

"This... is all... I can... do... huff..."

..Please, win.
With those words as her last, she collapsed on the spot.

Though it seemed she had merely lost consciousness... leaving her like that meant she could face death at any moment.

Seeing this, Charlotte quickly moved her hands first.

"...Got her!"

Fortunately, she managed to snatch the Saintess before the teeth could reach her.
As she grabbed her, all the other children who had been distracting it gathered in one place.

"Lady Saintess..!"

"Is she alright? How's her condition?"

"She seems to be breathing at least... but she's completely exhausted. She won't be able to join the fight for a while."

"..I'll leave some spirits by her side. At least she won't die a violent death from those teeth."

...No matter what anyone said, the Saintess was one of their important forces.
The faces of the children who witnessed her collapse grew increasingly dark.

She had performed these miracles by using every last bit of her strength... but how long would these effects last?

Even now, all kinds of thoughts ran through their minds.
They couldn't help but feel afraid and terrified.

"..I was prepared, but that thing is really strong."

"We might... actually die here."

"....."

"Ah... seriously, I shouldn't have come... I wonder if he's already lost his body and disappeared?"

"...No, there's still a possibility."

"....?"

"The fact that the creature still can't completely finish us off is proof of that. If it had perfectly absorbed Jenison's body... why would it still be unable to kill us?"

"Well... because those two are fighting well...?"

"No matter how strong the Director and the Duke are, they're still just humans. If that thing is truly a god, it could easily dispose of those two."

"....So what? Are you trying to say it's not a god? In this situation?"

"...It's the opposite. It means it hasn't completely absorbed Jenison yet."

"....."

"There might still be a chance."





***





I continued to follow where my hand led me.
Or more precisely, I followed the direction this creature called Blackie was leading me.

Aimlessly, continuously.
Without any set time, just continuing on.

The status window was still urging me forward, but I no longer felt any desire to resist.

89%...
That's almost 90 percent, so it's no exaggeration to say I've nearly reached the threshold.

Nothing is more accurate than numbers.
Probably, as the status window says, the day I lose my body isn't far off.

But despite that, there was nothing I could do in this place where I am now.

Just like before.
The only difference is that he isn't beside me.

In this place, no sound could be heard anymore except my own voice.

"Beep, beep beep!"

"...Ah, sorry. I forgot you were here."

...Just beep beep beep.
Sounds like something from a children's toy.

"..By the way, where have you been taking me all this time...?"

"Beep beep!"

"...What's that?"

Still an entirely white space.
But now, my eyes could see a color other than white.

...Clearly black.

What could that mean?
Before I could even think about it, my body was already moving forward, filled with excitement.

The only different color found in this place.
Perhaps... it could be a variable.

"Beep beep beep!"

"..What is this?"

"Beep, beep beep!"

"...What are you saying, really."

At first glance, it looked like an ordinary stone you might find on the roadside.
However, the energy emanating from it was certainly not that of an ordinary stone.

An ominous energy that resembled demonic power.

Suddenly, a prediction flashed through my mind.
That this was directly related to him in some way.

But without any evidence, all I could do was speculate.

What exactly was its role?
I couldn't figure out anything about it.

The best approach would be to try breaking it...

But this wasn't reality, it was my mental world.
It wasn't a place where I could use mana or bring in a sword.

This thing that looked so solid would take a considerable amount of time to break with just my bare hands.

With the infection rate having only about 10% left.
It was questionable whether I could hold out during that time.

Most likely, my body would be completely taken over by him before I could break this... and if that happened, there would be no way to turn things back.

"..Something, there must be some good method...?"

"Beep!"

"....Huh, ah..no, wait..what are you doing..?!"

That's when it happened.

This thing that looked exactly like the stone-like object in front of me.
It threw that object with all its might toward my palm.

"Ah..no, are you kidding? I almost got hit....huh?"

"Beep beep beep!!"

Woooooong-!
A bright light emanated from my hand that had caught the stone.

It was a light completely opposite to the black color from earlier.
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The darkness.
What is the origin of darkness?

It was born alongside light at some point.

A twin-like existence born with light.
However, it was never welcomed by the gods.

Darkness is inherently murky by nature.

The gods extremely disliked having something impure enter the beautiful world they created.

Therefore, they forcibly banished what should have originally possessed divine status to the spirit realm, lowering its rank.

Currently, excluding the creation god, only two deities are revered with the highest status.

Sola, called the goddess of the sun and light.
And Luna, the moon goddess who was now trying to take control of Jenison's body.

There was no god of darkness.
Similarly, spirits of darkness would not have existed if the World Tree hadn't taken them in.

However, no matter how much its status had fallen, it was undoubtedly once a being with divine rank.

"...Do what you wish to do."

That's what the World Tree that saved her had said.
It had constantly emphasized this point when she was still in her egg state.

From the moment she hatched.
She had learned about this world while staying with him.

Including how desperately he desired revenge.

Recalling each memory one by one was certainly not an easy task.
But fortunately, she had an ill-tempered dragon by her side who had plenty of time to spare.

Thanks to that, she was able to grasp most worldly knowledge in almost record time.

Although she now had this slime-like body, all that knowledge still remained in her mind, consciously or unconsciously.

Moreover...among that knowledge were special magics passed down from Lachesis...

Magics perfectly suited for the current situation.

"Listen carefully. This is something only you can do right now."

"Peek, peekpeekpeek!!"

It's impossible for a human to have a mental world of this size.
This means there must be something helping this world grow to such a size.

And it was almost certainly the divine body fragments they had collected before beginning the ritual.

Though she wasn't exactly sure what it was...it likely had effects similar to an artifact, and if she could just break it, the size of this vast space would shrink again.

That was the first step needed to begin her plan.

"I'll share my power with you, so somehow drag him over there. When you find it, break it somehow."

"Break it? How?"

"If you search his pockets, you'll probably find a way."

"Peekpirilit!"

"...No, wait...what are you...doing?!"

A stone-like object, clearly emanating an ominous aura—a fragment of a divine body.

To counter it, Blackie diligently searched through Jenison's entire body.
Finally, she succeeded in retrieving two items that had been stashed away somewhere.

"...This is."

"Peek!"

An artifact, the Cursed Clockwork.
And...the World Tree's leaf received when they visited the elven village.

The moment she saw these two items, a plan for what to do next flowed through her mind like water.

"First, put the leaf in his hand. Then...you'll gain enough spirit power to handle him."

"Reaally?"

"...You'll know when the time comes. When you feel strength in your body, immediately return to your current form. Understand?"

"Yes!"

Blackie's appearance began to change.
Not quite an adult...but into a form resembling a teenage girl.

With hands that could perfectly grasp objects, she immediately reached for the next part of the plan.

"Next, that strange-looking artifact. You must hold it. You absolutely must be the one to hold it."

"....?"

"If nothing else, you must be the one to hold it at that moment. That's the only way...he'll survive. Understand?"

"Yes!"

"Good, once you're holding that in one hand, immediately grab what you just found with your other hand. With all your might, as if to break it."

"Mmm.."

"The chances are probably higher now. The more time passes, the higher the probability he'll dominate that kid, but also the higher the possibility that the fragment has nearly exhausted its power."

As she said, this stone-like divine body fragment had already almost completely depleted its power.

Of course, despite that, it was still impossible to break alone...
But in preparation for this moment, she had learned magic taught by the dragon she followed like an older sister.

"Peek!"

Although using mana was impossible in this mental world rather than reality, spirits can exert their power without using mana anyway.

Their very existence is nature itself.
And mana originates from nature.

Although she couldn't affect others, she could certainly use her powers freely here.

"...What is this? Magic...?"

Her magic teacher was none other than a dragon.
Because it was a dragon said to know all the world's knowledge.

She could skillfully use magics that humans could never know.

For example...
What humans currently so desperately seek.

Magic that removes the usage conditions of artifacts.

Shuuuuung-!

The Cursed Clockwork.
An artifact commonly known to allow one to handle and see souls.

Its usage condition, which hadn't really been relevant before, was simply to be a human with a soul.

While that wasn't really a condition worth mentioning, it was absolutely crucial for her now.

Because she was a spirit, not human.
And she couldn't even be certain whether she possessed a soul.

That's why she needed ancient magic that only a dragon would remember.

"Peeeit...!"

Even with the dragon's help and using all her power as a spirit, breaking this small stone was impossible.

But...what if?
What if she had help from others?

What if thousands or tens of thousands of people lent their strength?

Would breaking a divine body still be impossible then?


"....."
"....."
"....."


As mentioned, this place was a mental world.
But it was no ordinary mental world.

Jenison's mental world was being expanded and overlaid with divine power.

In other words, this place was both Jenison's mental world and the deity's mental world simultaneously.

Which means...
Something like this was also possible.

"I will...help. Please.."

"...What are these? Where are all these people coming from...?"

Tens of thousands of people sacrificed to the deity during the ritual preparations.
The souls of those who remained only in the gods' memories began gathering in one place.

To completely interfere with the deity who had made them like this, preventing reincarnation or rebirth, claiming it would prevent the filthy humans who had done this to them from setting foot on this land again.

"Peek!"

Crack-!
The stone slowly began to fracture.





***





...Madman.
There was no other way to describe the scene.

The Headmistress—everyone present knew how strong she was.
The fact that she was considered the strongest among mages in an empire where mages vastly outnumbered others gave a rough idea of her skill level.

Her power was beyond question.
The same applied to Duke Reinhardt, who had been fighting alongside her.

His movements were flawless, requiring no scrutiny.
Clean swordplay and heavy, powerful slashes flying in all directions.

Anyone would point to him as the exemplar of swordsmanship in this moment, and he would undoubtedly be mentioned in any discussion of this era's strongest swordsmen.

"But...he's holding his own against those two?"

No, "holding his own" wasn't enough.
At some point, he had begun calmly pushing those two back.

For some reason, he seemed distracted.
He hadn't moved from his spot, just standing still while attacking—that was the evidence.

Yet despite this, he continued launching precise attacks without the slightest disruption.

There was clearly something wrong...
But regardless, he kept delivering sharp attacks without caring.

For those facing him, it couldn't be more troublesome.

Those two directly confronting him probably felt...
Like they were facing a machine that never faltered.

However, even though they wanted to help, there was nothing they could do right now.

They knew all too well that jumping into such a high-level exchange...
Would only get in the way.

Moreover, since he wasn't only attacking those two, the situation had become quite complicated.

"Ugh?! W-wait, this is too many!"

"J-just a moment...I'll put up a barrier...!"

"No, Saintess, just rest! Focus on yourself first! Those strange magic wounds heal quickly anyway!!"

To make matters worse, in this situation...
Even the most important person, the Saintess, was nearly exhausted.

Although they were somehow holding on thanks to the magic she had cast with all her strength, no one knew how long that divine technique would last.

There are no infinite resources in the world...
Perhaps this spell would lose its effect sooner than expected.

While finishing the battle quickly would be best...no suitable method came to mind in the current situation.

Those two probably thought similarly.
That's why they still couldn't launch a proper attack.

"We're truly surrounded on all sides."

"Eek..?! W-wait, I almost got hit! A little faster!!"

"...Understood. Just use your magic properly."

After some more time passed.
Finally, Duke Reinhardt's sword flashed brilliantly during the brief exchange.

"This isn't working. Not like this."

Initially, he had intended to show restraint.

His target was the divine body itself.
Though he couldn't identify it precisely, whatever had taken residence in Jenison's body was clearly a deity or something comparable.

If he cut it now, there was a possibility of destroying its body as well.
If that happened, he would lose his reason for coming here.

That's why he had avoided attacks directly targeting the body, intentionally aiming only for the neck and head while fighting until now...

But that was becoming increasingly difficult.
From the beginning, the other side showed no signs of fatigue.

The difference in stamina consumption was obvious compared to himself, who had to constantly move while wielding his sword.

Even if he managed to defeat him now...
He might still have to face that woman shooting magic nearby...

He needed to conserve energy as much as possible, which meant he had to make his move now.

"I'll sacrifice one arm."

It was an arm he had already replaced with machinery before.
He could easily have a new arm made at this point.

What mattered was how powerful a strike he could deliver with his remaining hand. And...

Whether he could incapacitate his opponent with it.

"The possibility is sufficient. All that remains...is execution."

His feet gradually moved forward.
Deflecting all the teeth aimed at him.

His appearance, resembling an armored soldier with a heavy shield, repeatedly vanished and reappeared like the wind.

Despite being constantly bitten at, the teeth were frequently blocked by his sword.
Deflecting virtually every attack, he continued advancing forward.

Finally, he succeeded in reaching a distance where his sword could almost touch it.

He wasn't sure exactly where to cut to incapacitate his opponent.
But at the very least, it couldn't continue attacking as effectively with severed limbs.

Hesitation was a luxury.

He had long since abandoned his paternal affection.
In a situation like this, not cutting would be stranger.

"...I'll try not to kill you."

With those words, before anyone could stop him, Duke Reinhardt's sword fell in a beautiful arc.

Clang-!
It was blocked by teeth that had sprouted from the body with a loud metallic sound.

"...What's this?"

"...Insolent human."

This was a predicament.
Who would have thought it could be used defensively like this?

It was clearly a defensive technique shown earlier, but having joined the battle late, he hadn't witnessed it.

The grotesquely bizarre method of defense...
In a way, it worked extremely effectively against him, seeing it for the first time.

As a result, his sword ended up looking like it was caught in a bear trap.

No matter how much strength he applied, it wouldn't come free.
As if something massive was gripping it tightly.

The jaw strength of mere teeth seemed unbelievably powerful, forcing Duke Reinhardt to remain forcibly bound in place.

For a swordsman to let go of his sword.
That meant abandoning his life as a swordsman.

For someone with such great pride in himself, it was absolutely unacceptable.

Even if it meant killing himself.

"Kuheuuup...!!"

Crunch-
The teeth vibrated against the blade, which began to glow blue.

Raising his aura to forcibly pull it out.
A simple strategy that might seem crude depending on the situation.

It was a viable tactic for him with his overflowing aura, but despite this, the sword wouldn't budge.

It truly felt like the sword had become one with the teeth.
Like a branch embedded in a wall that had fused with it.

"...A swordsman, eh? There were fools like you in the past too. Foolish humans who rush in relying only on their swords, unable to discern what's before and behind them."

"...Are you saying that to me right now?"

"Of course, what other swordsman is here besides you? Formalized swordsmen like you are certainly rare."

"....."

"Well, in the end, all those so-called great ones died by my hand anyway."

"....Kheuk?!"

The brief moment of feeling somewhat acknowledged was short-lived.

Seeing Jenison's hand edge coming toward him while still holding the teeth.
He instantly assumed his most familiar defensive stance.

A moment lasting less than a second.
But nevertheless, a perfect defensive stance.

He wasn't sure how powerful that simple hand thrust would be...but at least, he could surely deflect this one...

Thunk-

"....Ah."

...Come to think of it.
He hadn't fully retrieved his sword yet...?

Pueok-!

Perhaps that was when he first realized.

The sound of flesh being pierced...
Is quite dull.

Jenison's arm completely penetrated the Duke's body.

Drip-
Red blood poured from various parts of the Duke's body.

The injury was so severe that others nearby instinctively turned away at the smell of blood.

"...Duke? You're not...?!"

"Don't come closer, human woman. It's almost over now."

"....What?"

"Now, it's really almost over. In just a moment...I'll probably fully adapt to this body."

So don't interfere.
If you don't want this human to die.

"According to you, whether we attack you now or not, we're dead anyway, aren't we? So why should we accept such a proposal...?"

"Because I know this human is an important asset to you. Right now...don't you need a means to respond to me?"

"....."

"Don't show signs of negotiating. All I want from you is time. You cannot negotiate with me for anything else."

Every word she spoke was correct and precise.
The Headmistress's brow furrowed progressively at her appearance.

With the Duke captured, maintaining the current situation with their remaining forces was challenging enough.

Perhaps now it would be best to retreat...
And somehow regroup.

Besides, no matter how optimistically one looked at it, that wound was clearly fatal...

"...Alright, but first remove your arm."

"Why should I?"

"There's an effect here that automatically heals wounds. If your arm and he become attached while that's happening..."

"You're saying that even if the wound heals completely, it will reopen when I pull my arm out again?"

"....Yes."

"Hmm...that's not a bad point."

Anyway, it would serve as a hostage in its own way.
Aside from getting dirty human blood on me, it's not such a disadvantageous situation, is it?

Rip-
His mouth corner tore.

Combined with his already fierce eyes, his expression began to look even more vicious.

"But it's also true that there's nothing wrong with what she's saying."

...Inevitably.
For now, there seemed no choice but to listen...?

"You're...talking...nonsense...!!"

"...W-wait?! You?!!"

"Who dares...to say...they'll spare me...now...!!!"

Crack-
Crunch-

His body, skewered with an arm through his torso like a kebab, twisted in various directions.

Pride.
What some might call a mere trifle.

But for him, who bore the name Reinhardt as the head of a family, it was more important than anything.

After all, this was just his child.
And one he had once treated coldly at that.

Although the entity was different now, entrusting his life to the hands of someone he had thought would never become strong due to lack of talent was something his pride absolutely could not accept.

"I am...Reinhardt...!!!"

"..What?"

His choice was to let go of his sword.
His hand, which had been gripping the sword handle all this time, finally relaxed.

In that state, he grabbed Jenison's shoulder and pulled him toward himself.

Yes.
The very arm that was currently penetrating his chest.

"Ku...heuk?!"

"Duke, are you...!"

"Kill him, quickly!!"

"...What?"

"I said kill him!!"

"....."

...No more words followed.
But she seemed to understand what he meant completely as she prepared her magic again.

"If the resurrection isn't completely finished yet...that means at least for now, the fusion between that thing and Student Jenison isn't perfect."

That means this body is still clearly Jenison's body.
And its durability might be no different from any fragile human body.

Although until now they couldn't successfully attack due to those teeth covering his entire body...but now?

It was at least worth trying.
The teeth didn't seem to absorb magical power.

"At the very least...if I pour in the maximum magic I can..."

...It might be possible to kill him.

The moment that thought crossed her mind.
She hesitated no longer.

She wasn't sure how those remaining children would react...but right now, there was clearly no other method...?

"....."

"..Isabella?"

"...I'll give you some of my mana. My incantation skills are lacking, but I can help."

"...Do you not understand what I'm about to do?"

"No, I do. You're going to wipe out both Duke Reinhardt and Jenison."

"...Then why?"

"Because I think that has the highest probability of success. I believe in your choice, Headmistress."

"....."

"And with the Saintess here...maybe this is the only way to save them both."

"...They might not both survive, you know?"

"...You're merciless, Headmistress."

"It's just my personality...I apologize."

"No need. And...though no one's saying it...everyone's probably thinking the same as you."

"....?"

At that moment, another magical power began flowing into her.

Compared to the murky mana she had been gathering until now, this was incomparable.
Pure, clean mana as if freshly absorbed from nature itself.

She already knew about these magical powers.

Research on spirits had been conducted at the Magic Tower for quite some time.

"...Princess Silvia?"

"This is the magical power of all the spirits except those guarding the Saintess. Please accept it."

"....."

"And Charlotte and Iris said they'll continue to draw Sinner away and act separately. I'm going to join them and help them now."

"....."

"I'm not sure exactly what you're planning to do, but I'm counting on you. I owe that human a lot too."

With those words, she quickly moved away.
Judging by her drawing arrows...she really was going to support those two.

All that remained now was a considerable amount of magical power and pure spirit mana.

Nevertheless, she proceeded with her task undeterred.

"A teacher really does enjoy teaching."

The success and progress of disciples.
How enjoyable it is to watch them.

"I'm beginning."

"Yes!"

Guuuuung-

Red magic circles began to unfold sequentially beneath her feet.

At an incredibly fast pace.
Normally impossible alone at such speed...

"Follow along well. You cannot make mistakes, not even one."

"Y-yes!"

But beside her now was a genius who didn't know she was a genius.

If she just helped with the calculations...
Even the time could be shortened this much.

"I call upon you again to this land..."

The incantation began.
Incantations have the power to make spells stronger.

It's no exaggeration to say that a spell's power is determined by the length of its incantation, making incantations extremely important.

Having known this early on.
She developed a magic specifically for using incantations efficiently.

A magic called...multiple incantation.

"■"

".....?!!!"

Multiple incantation—packing many words into a single utterance.
Like putting a box with a volume of 1 into another box with a space of 1.

A magic literally created just for incantations.

An ordinary person would become dizzy to the point of death just hearing that one word...
But the woman beside her now was no ordinary mage.

She managed to hold onto her fading consciousness and continue the magical calculations.

The length of the incantation she recited in that one word was 183 characters.
An incantation long enough to raise even a 2nd circle Fireball to the power of a 7th circle spell.

And the magic she had deployed before reciting the incantation was...none other than one of the 9th circle spells.

One that was known to be capable of erasing not just a city but an entire country if used properly.

[9th Circle Magic]

In this place where not a speck of light had entered until just now.

Suddenly, as it brightened, shadows began to fall over everyone's heads.

[Meteor]

Though it was just for an instant, clearly.
For that moment, a streak of holy light dominated the place.

Ch.434 - Combat (37)
The black shadow loomed overhead.
Looking at it, she had only one thought.

Just that?

She was a god.
Though forgotten now, even these humans must have sensed it to some degree.

Yet they thought they could kill her with a mere rock?

True, her body hadn't fully recovered yet.
Whatever mental fortitude this human possessed was remarkably strong, as this body still hadn't properly accepted her.

Of course, being merely a human body, she could make it hers soon enough.

Even that wouldn't take long.
In her current state... at most 1-2 minutes?

While she had no intention of dying from being hit by some rock, if someone wanted to kill her in her current state, they'd need more time than that.

*At the very least, they can't eliminate me with swords or giant rocks like that.*

Something that size might pose a threat, sure.
But there was no guarantee she'd just stand there and take the hit.

She could simply detach herself from this man right in front of her, abandon him here, and escape alone.

With no traces of binding magic or holy power in this situation, she felt no particular danger.

*I should probably dodge soon. My body's a bit unstable, so even if it's troublesome, I should avoid—*

"Hmm?"

Clunk—
Until her body froze in place as she tried to move, she would have continued with that line of thought.

"Leave... the sword... behind!"

"What?!"

"I said... leave the sword... behind!!"

"Huh?"

What a stupid human.
Did he not realize what was about to fall on his head?

Her intention to ignore him and quickly escape was shattered when she looked down and found her feet refusing to move despite her best efforts.

"What... human power is this?!"

No matter how she struggled to free herself.
Even if she used her fangs to bite at his limbs.

The man before her absolutely refused to let go of the sword, and consequently, she who gripped that sword was unable to move.

Of course... she could solve this problem by simply releasing her fangs from the sword...

But for some reason, this cursed body wouldn't listen to her.

As if it was deliberately making her experience this crisis.

*Since that child wouldn't resist me... this must be that damned human brat!*

Not having completely suppressed the consciousness yet, she had no way to prevent this.

There had been moments when her body felt out of her control like this...
But for it to happen now, of all times, desperately fighting for control...!!

*This is... too much of a coincidence, isn't it?!*

No, calm down.
Surely they wouldn't actually drop that thing?

These people came all this way to save a single human.

Would such people really drop that massive rock, knowing full well what would happen to their comrade?

That's impossible...
It can't be!!

Surely, surely they'll make every effort to pull this man out at the last moment.
Since he doesn't want to die either, he'll have no choice but to abandon the sword he's been so desperately clinging to.

*Then I can seize that moment to quickly dodge...*

"You're such... a fool."

"...!"

She finally realized it.
This man had absolutely no intention of dodging the spell.

And the human mage visible in the distance had not the slightest intention of slowing the spell's descent.

"These crazy humans?!!!"

KWAAAAAAANG-!!!!

The massive meteor struck directly above their heads.





***





"Is it... over?"

"No, we can't be certain. Until we check their condition directly, we shouldn't relax... W-wait, Student Charlotte?"

"They're both alive! They're fine!"

"....."

To put it simply, the attack had failed.

Or rather, it was half-successful, but...
With both of them getting up unharmed like that, it was clear which side had lost more...

"...You're saying they're both alive?"

"Yes! The Duke looks pretty bad, but Jenison is completely fine!"

"It seems those giant fangs cushioned the impact somehow."

...Whether this was fortunate or not was hard to say.
Should they be relieved, or anxious that the danger wasn't completely eliminated?

While it was certainly fortunate that Jenison hadn't died, the thought that he might regain consciousness again made her heart uneasy.

She had already used almost all her mana with that spell...
And with Duke Reinhardt, one of their most valuable assets, now unconscious...

If he were to rise again, they would have no way to stop him.

Fortunately, both of them were currently lying unconscious with their eyes closed.

It seemed the spell hadn't been enough to finish them completely...
But seeing them motionless with closed eyes suggested it hadn't been meaningless either.

She sighed unnecessarily once more as she slowly approached them.

"What is Duke Reinhardt's condition?"

"Well... that..."

"...It looks bad enough that I can tell at a glance, so please speak freely."

"....."

The Duke's condition was visibly terrible.

They were somehow managing to heal him, but...
It was like pouring water into a bottomless pot, and both his arms were completely crushed beyond regeneration.

With injuries that severe, even if he recovered, he would clearly never be able to hold a sword again.

They had miraculously saved his life...
But as a swordsman... he was as good as dead.

Having seen him refuse to let go of the sword and escape until the end, she couldn't help but feel conflicted.

*He could have escaped if he'd just let go of the sword.*

Was it simply because of the sword?
Or did he genuinely hold on to help them?

*I really don't know.*

"Um... his condition... is..."

"Enough, my condition... I think I can tell without being told."

"...Duke? You've regained consciousness already?"

"...I was never unconscious to begin with. You just assumed I was... *cough*!"

"....."

"...It seems I will die soon."

"...Do you have any last words? If there's anything you wish for, I swear by my name I'll honor it."

"...Never mind that. Is there anything suspicious emanating energy near him?"

"...Suspicious energy? There's nothing like..."

There was nothing like that near Jenison.
If anything, he looked more normal now than ever before.

The ominous fangs that had been emerging were nowhere to be seen on his body, and his eyes, which had seemed to turn red, had also returned to normal.

"Anything will do. I don't care what it looks like. Just... if there's anything suspicious or that feels out of place, tell me...!"

"There's nothing like that, Duke."

"....."

"...Are you looking for something? If so, perhaps I should be the one to..."

"...No, that's impossible... it can't be gone! It can't be!"

"....."

"I... I did so much to obtain it... no one but me should be its master!!!"

"...Duke, what are you talking about..."

"With it, I could have made House Reinhardt even more prosperous. Beyond Reinhardt, it would have benefited the Empire too. I endured all that dishonor for this... what?!"

"....."

"No one is more suited to be its master than me!! Why... why him instead of me...!!"

...He struggled desperately until his final moments.

His injuries were beyond treatment from the start.
For an ordinary person, instant death would have been expected.

What ideal had he been pursuing when he came here to meet his death?

What dream had he been chasing...
To pursue strength even at the cost of bearing the dishonor of dealing with demons?

Unfortunately, the situation was too complicated to consider each of these questions.

All they could do for him was make a grave and honor his rest.
In their current situation, with no knowing when the next battle might occur, they couldn't afford the luxury of a proper funeral.

Though they had all prepared themselves for death when coming here, none of them were accustomed to witnessing someone's death right before their eyes.

Everyone's expression remained grim as they made the grave.

One death meant another could follow.
Now their attention inevitably focused on the most dangerous person present.

Earnestly, desperately.
They prayed for his safety.





***





"Kuhurk..?!!"

Luna, the Moon Goddess.
Her consciousness awakened.

In a space neither pure white nor pitch black.

A truly ambiguous space.

"What... what is this?! Why am I in this body... no, more importantly, where am I?!"

Her last memories were just two things:

A sword-obsessed human smiling at her.
And a massive meteor falling directly above her.

She had barely managed to summon all her strength to prevent her body from being crushed... but clearly something had happened in the process.

Otherwise, she wouldn't have opened her eyes in such a place.

*This seems like a mental realm... but why am I here?*

Moreover, this wasn't her mental realm.
Nor did it seem to be the mental realm of the child who owned this body.

Her mental realm was pure white.
His mental realm was dark and murky.

A mental realm is formed based on one's life experiences.
Even the most trivial things rarely cause it to change.

In other words, without two minds merging, such a color change would be absolutely impossible...

*Could it be? No, that's impossible. A human and a god's minds merging is unheard of...*

To begin with, no human could maintain their personality after encountering a god's mind.

Even after living for hundreds of years, that would be impossible.
In terms of mental strength alone, the difference between them was like heaven and earth.

Without some extraordinary variable, such a thing could never happen.

The only possible variable would be the intervention of another god's power...
But with just the power of that human Saintess, it would be absolutely impossible...

The possibility of this happening was practically non-existent.

*Yes, that's right. It couldn't possibly happen. As if such a thing would occur with such perfect timing...*

"Yes, it shouldn't have been possible."

"....?!!"

That was the moment she felt a chill.
The voice of someone who absolutely should not be here reached her ears.

She became afraid to turn around.

To be frightened by a mere human.
Though the fact was utterly humiliating, her mind had already frozen at the sound of his voice.

She had no strength left after the recent struggle.
And in this mental realm, even overwhelming power in the real world was completely useless.

For someone who hated allowing even a single variable, she not only couldn't understand this situation but began to fear it.

As much as she hated to admit it, he had always shown the ability to overcome hardships.

She began to fear that this time, she might be the target.

"...How."

"...."

"WHY!!! Why are you here, WHY!!!!"

"...Why?"

I had to come personally to kill you.

Immediately after those words, he closed the distance in an instant and drove his fist into her face.

Ch.435 - The End
Thud- Thud- Thud-
Crunch- Crack-

Rip- Crunch-
Splat- Gurgle- Crunch-

The sound of something being crushed and smashed.
That sound continued to echo for a while.

It seemed like someone's groans were mixed in occasionally, but the sound paid no heed to that and continued to echo rhythmically like clockwork.

"S-stop..."

"....."

"P-please, st—AAAAARGH!!!"

There are only two elements needed to gain the upper hand in the mental world.

Desire toward a goal.
And the difference in the level of existence.

In terms of desire toward a goal, she had already lost to Jenison.

No matter how much she dreamed of resurrection.
The vengeance of a person whose life was ruined far exceeded that.

Even in the mental world, his murderous intent was so chilling.
She couldn't help but shrink back just from looking at him.

*How is this possible? How could I be overwhelmed by a mere human like this...?!*

Yet despite everything, she simply couldn't accept it.

Fine, let's say his desire for revenge surpassed her desire for resurrection.
But no matter how she looked at it, the difference in their levels of existence was truly like heaven and earth.

Even if she had been sealed, she was once a being equal to the deity worshipped by the current empire.

That gap couldn't possibly disappear so suddenly.
Naturally, he shouldn't be able to harm her... so how?

How could this man inflict such pain on her?

What did he do?
Could he possibly have become a god?

"As if."

"Gahk...?!"

"The very thought of becoming the same kind of being as you is horrifying."

Her entire body was being broken.
Every joint in her fingers, all of it.

His torture skills were certainly extraordinary.
Any normal human would immediately roll their eyes back and tremble.

All her fingers had already been cut off and stuffed into her mouth.
Her toes had been plucked out one by one and discarded somewhere, leaving her feet in tatters.

If this weren't the mental world, her surroundings would have been drenched in red blood, making it a fitting scene for a brutal massacre.

"Why did you do it?"

"Kuh...hnnng...!!"

"Why me, why... why of all people."

"Ah...AAAAHH!!"

"Out of all those people, why me?! I'm asking why it had to be ME!!!"

"....Kuhehehehe."

"....."

"You think... there was a reason? I just chose... the one who seemed most suitable... AAAAAAAARGH!!!!!"

But even with such pain, she too had something she absolutely could not yield.

What frightened her more than this pain was the loneliness, isolation, and sense of betrayal that came with being forgotten by someone.

Compared to the time she spent sealed away, she could endure this kind of pain indefinitely.

*Yes... for now I'll endure while looking for an opening when he lets his guard down...!*

He couldn't kill her completely anyway.

She didn't know how he had overcome the difference in their levels.
But it must be just a temporary measure he had somehow found after all this time.

A human cannot kill a god.
Especially not in the mental world like this.

In other words, no matter how painful it was, he ultimately couldn't kill her.

He might be enjoying inflicting more pain now.
But from another perspective, he was essentially carrying a time bomb in his head.

A perfect time bomb that could go off at any moment.
A time bomb with an unknown detonation time.

Since things had come to this, even if it took a bit longer... it would be more realistic to gather strength and aim to take over the body once more...?

"Guh....HAAAAAAARGH?!!!!!"

"You think I don't know what you're thinking?"

"Kuh...hnnnng..."

"You think I can't kill you... something like that, right?"

"....!"

"I'm sorry, but I can kill you. Completely."

≪The mental world of "???" has connected with the user's mental world.≫
≪This may have a profound impact on both personalities.≫
≪Judging that the user's mind is more likely to be devoured, initiating protective measures.≫
≪The difference in level between the user and "???" is too great.≫
≪Using the user's mana and divine power stored in this device≫
≪Absorbing "???"'s personality. Time is needed for complete absorption.≫
≪Current progress...4%≫

"I found a way."

Abandoned even by the gods.
In the end, left all alone.

A way to kill you more perfectly.

"..And..there's still so much time."

"..What? What is that thing you've been—GAAAAH?!!!"

"I have... so much time... to torment you."

The last thing she saw was his mouth twisted into a grin.





***





Kill.
Kill and kill again.

Crush, mangle, break, stab, gouge, snap, split, pulverize, shatter, and grind to nothing.

Even with him right in front of me, it was difficult to release all my resentment.

I had suffered too much all this time.
Until the very end, he had tried to use me.

I can't say I had no good memories through all the bodies I inhabited, but that didn't mean all the pain could be beautified.

I ground him against the floor with the intention of erasing all those memories.
I only stopped when I felt it was no longer effective.

If I had to guess, I probably stopped after about... four hundred times.

Of course, that wasn't all.

Though his appearance was a mess.
He was still breathing.

Breathing meant he could still feel pain.
If he could feel pain, I had to keep moving.

I knew all too well that pain is something you can never get used to, no matter how hard you try.

For him, that was just the beginning.
And I still knew countless methods of torture.

"Guh...AAAAAAAARGH?!!! S-stop, STOOOOOP!!!"

"Do you think... I'll give up just because you're begging?! Look forward to it, someday you'll see your friends crawling on the ground squealing like pigs....AAAAARGH?!!!"

"Kuh...hehehehe.....HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!!!"

"S...top, please...stop.."

"I'm sorry, I was wrong... please. Please just stop!!!!"

"....."

Watching his reactions change in real-time...
wasn't as joyful or liberating as I had expected.

Of course... despite that, my hands still didn't stop torturing her.

She looked terrified as she saw my hands grabbing her toes, and screamed at me in desperation.

"S-stop it... I said STOP IT!"

"You didn't just hurt me. How can I stop?"

"Wh-what?"

"It wasn't my intention, but I ended up receiving help from them, so I have to repay that debt."

I still remember.
The words they left me as they sacrificed their lives.

What they wanted was revenge.
What they wanted was peace.

Since they saved me by sacrificing their lives, I had a duty to carry on their request.

Besides... I haven't even started Lachesis's share yet.
She hated gods almost as much as I did, so she'd probably yell that this wasn't nearly enough.

I still needed to do more.

≪Current infiltration rate...78%≫

While I still had plenty of time left.

"GAAAAAAAAAAARGH!!!!"





***





≪Current infiltration rate...99%≫

"....."

"...Is she dead?"

Thud-
My legs gave out as soon as I uttered those words.

...Finally.
Finally... it's over.

..Even if she's not dead.
At least she doesn't seem to be in her right mind anymore, so I should have the upper hand in this power struggle.

"...."

Now that I think my revenge is complete, I feel empty.

..What should I do now?
I should feel relieved after completing my revenge, but...

It feels like a road I've been running on suddenly came to an end.

Even if I go back...
I can't be certain I won't have my mind devoured by him later...

...Perhaps it would be better not to wake up at all...?

"..What's this?"

...That stone from before?
Did Black put it here?

Why would...

"....Ah."

..Come to think of it.
There was still one thing left to do.

A promise I made long ago that I still haven't fulfilled.





***




"...Is he back?"

"Looks like his eyes are opening."

"...Don't tell me it's still that damned god..."

"Oh? He's awake!"

"....."

"..Jenison, right?"

"..It's been a while, everyone."

"KYAAAAAAAH!!!"

"Oof..?!"

"W-wait, Lady Charlotte..!! Jenison is a patient right now!"

"So what? Once is fine, right?"

"..Are you okay, Jenison?"

"..Iris."

"...Call me by my name, it feels strange when you use my surname."

"....Alright. From now on..?"

"I'm glad, Student Jenison. Welcome back."

"..Thank you, Director. For saving me."

"Saving students is my job. You don't need to worry about it."

"Ah, let's go back now! I really don't want to stay here even one more second, okay? Let's get out quickly... alright?"

"....Sure, let's go. I have things to do anyway."

"..Huh? Things to do? Suddenly?"

"...Yes."

After all, I've obtained a good body.

"I have a lot to study. In alchemy."





***





About 3 years later.
In the peaceful empire.

A strange rumor began to circulate about the Reinhardt family, still one of the four great houses.

A rumor that the mistress who had certainly died had come back to life.

"...Jenison?"

"..Mother."

"...How did I...?"

Whoosh-!

"...Je-Jenison?"

"....."

"....."

"....."

"...Yes. You've been through a lot... Jenison."

Whether this was just a rumor or not, only those directly involved would know.

The Delinquent Is Tired Now -The End-

Ch.BONUS - Afterword
...Yes.
This is the humble author, "Anajumyeonhyujaeham."

"Even a Scoundrel Gets Tired" has concluded with a total of 435 chapters, a story that many of you loved.

...Honestly, I had such strong urges to quit throughout the process.

This foolish writer set up an incredibly large scale, but didn't actually prepare proper worldbuilding or specific story plots to match it.

Every time I received critical comments, I thought "I should fix this... I should fix this..." but nothing seemed to visibly improve, which was incredibly frustrating.

I'm not saying your comments were bad. You all simply gave me the advice I deserved.

Things turned out this way entirely because of my insufficient abilities and shortcomings.

When I first started writing this novel, I never considered it work.

It was truly just a way to pass time during vacation. This novel was nothing more and nothing less.

However, your unexpected response led to quite a high view count.

I was excited and amazed. People actually enjoyed what I wrote just to pass time.

Being the timid person I was, I took even that small amount of attention as something purely positive.

Despite not writing properly, I framed the story as I pleased. I tried to include elements you might enjoy while arbitrarily expanding the scale of the story.

Looking back now, these were truly pathetic actions.

I'm sure some readers left because of my poor skills. No, I think there were quite a lot of them.

To those people, I want to sincerely apologize for disappointing you again.

Even while writing, I didn't take the writing seriously. I'm truly sorry.

Nevertheless, I was able to complete this novel thanks to you readers.

Half of it was out of stubbornness. I thought, "I said I wouldn't quit, so let me try my best..."

But without your interest, without people who enjoyed my novel, I would never have completed it, nor would I still be writing today.

Thank you so much, everyone, for introducing me to writing.

"Even a Delinquent Gets Tired."
My first novel, which was a complete mess.

Yet it received more attention than it deserved. My first work.

Thinking about its conclusion now gives me mixed feelings.

There are many plot threads I couldn't resolve due to my lack of ability... it feels like I'm just ending it abruptly.

But even so, I think it was a satisfying ending.

Jenison can't be happy right away. But later... after three years, he probably became quite happy.

Charlotte inherited the abilities and became the first female head of her family. Isabella became the joint disciple of the chairman and Frabel, destined to grow into a great magician. The Saintess continues to be synonymous with kindness and holiness to others. Silvia returned to the elven forest and took up the position of World Tree priestess that she so despised. Iris passed the successor position to her younger sibling and will travel the world with her master.

And... you all will go on to read other novels.

I'm not trying to hold you back. But I hope you'll remember this occasionally.

That once upon a time, there was such a messy novel...

"Even a Scoundrel Gets Tired."
This is truly the end.

I sincerely thank all of you who loved this work.

Because of you, I didn't give up on writing.

Thank you so much.

-From Anajumyeonhyujaeham
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